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ABSTRACT 
 
The goal of this project is to synthesize Benedictine spirituality into the context of 
Southeastern University (SEU). Chapter one explores the problem of an inadequate 
model of Christian formation at Southeastern University, a Christian liberal arts school 
affiliated with the Assemblies of God. A historical model of spiritual formation was 
sought to provide a contemplative counterbalance to Southeastern’s activist mode of 
formation. It is the thesis of this work that Southeastern University’s process of spiritual 
formation can be greatly enhanced by synthesizing the theological insights and spiritual 
practices from the Rule of St. Benedict.  
Chapter two examines Mark 4, the Parable of the Sower, as the theological 
foundation for this synthesis. This chapter shows that listening is a theme throughout 
Scripture, a primary teaching of Jesus, and as such, a foundational component for 
Southeastern’s spiritual formation process. Subsequently, a Theology of Listening is 
formed from this passage to serve as common ground between Benedict and 
Southeastern’s denominational roots.  
Chapter three provides a brief overview of St. Benedict and his rule. It includes a 
biographical sketch of Benedict, an outline of his rule and reveals the theme of listening 
as a foundational component of his rule.  
Chapter four positions Lectio Divina as a means of listening for the voice of 
Christ in Scripture. This practical discipline is offered as a core practice to be included in 
Southeastern’s spiritual formation process.  
xi 
Chapter five offers the Benedictine practice of Spiritual Direction as a means of 
listening for the voice of wisdom. This practice will be synthesized with a current small 
group program to create a unique form of spiritual mentorship on campus.  
Chapter six presents the Benedictine emphasis on the “sanctity of the mundane” 
as a means for listening for God in everyday life. This will provide a necessary 
counterbalance to the emphasis on chapels and mission work as the primary vehicles for 
spiritual formation at Southeastern University.   
Chapter seven provides a synthesis of this work, including implications and possible 
applications for a new model of formation for Southeastern University.   
 
 1 
CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
A Tale of Three Students 
CJ’s Story 
The familiar ding prompted Mike to grab his phone without hesitation. He looked 
to see a text from CJ, a favorite student that had recently graduated. He’d been an 
outstanding student, full of life and passion who had been eager to graduate and begin life 
as a student pastor. CJ had taken a job in Colorado at his home church. The text read, 
“Can you talk? I need some help.”  
“Sure thing,” Mike replied.  
Text turned to tone, and the conversation revealed a heaviness in CJ’s voice. The 
dialogue that ensued was all too familiar; yet it was still somewhat surprising that it came 
from this particular student. While attending university, CJ had been a chapel junky that 
lived for the lights and hype of huge services featuring guest speakers who seemed larger 
than life. Now, a year out of college, full-time ministry was much more demanding than 
CJ had anticipated. He was feeling empty and spiritually dry.  
As a student, CJ had loved the emotional high of singing with hundreds of 
students and being challenged to live out his dreams. Truth be known, however, he 
struggled to develop his own private daily devotional life, and although he had thought a 
mentor would be a great idea, he felt God’s presence most readily in the crowds and 
sermons of chapel services. CJ graduated and quickly found a job in Colorado as a youth 
pastor, but as the hype of ministry gave way to the grind of weekly production, his lack 
of a devotional life took its toll.  
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By all metrics CJ was a huge success. His youth group was growing larger by the 
month, his calendar was packed full of events, and his services were full of energy and 
creativity. The problem wasn’t his ministry; it was his heart. CJ already felt as if he was 
burning out, not physically but spiritually. With the constant demands of creating 
experiences and caring for students, CJ was failing to foster spiritual growth in his own 
life. He indicated that he was struggling to keep his relationship with Christ fresh. His 
devotional life had dwindled into sermon prep. The young pastor couldn’t regain the 
energy and passion he felt as a student on campus. His question to Mike was haunting, 
“How do I keep growing in Christ now that I am in the real world?”  
Chloe’s Chaos 
For Chloe, it was her sophomore year in college and life wasn’t what she 
anticipated. Chapels were fun. She had her first mission’s trip under her belt, but she was 
beginning nursing classes and the stress was beginning to pile up. It didn’t help that 
Chloe had to work weekends to help her mom pay the bill for private school. She was 
running from class to library, and from library to work, and all the space between was 
filled music, chatter, laughter, the din of the dining commons and dorms, and cheering at 
games, not to mention traffic. Friends wanted to hang out. Her boyfriend was pressuring 
her to spend more time with him.  
Chloe realized one day how exhausted she was from the pace and the noise of it 
all. Fortunately, she managed to make the minimum requirement for chapel attendance, 
but even chapel felt more like entertainment filling precious space than substance that 
filled her soul. She tried to read her Bible from time to time, but doing so was as dry as 
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reading her economics text book. Life was too busy, and she wondered, “Why can’t I feel 
or hear God at this Christian school?  
My Journey  
The third student represents my story as a graduate of Southeastern University 
who struggled with finding a process of growing. Growing up as the preacher’s kid in an 
Assembly of God church, the words ‘discipleship’ or ‘spiritual formation’ were 
unfamiliar terms until I attended Bible College. Rather, the implicit methodology was to 
attend church in order to have an experience with the Holy Spirit during a worship 
service, primarily during the extended altar call at the end of a service.1 Spiritual 
formation outside of the weekend and midweek services was found in the expectation to 
simply read the Bible, pray (in tongues more often than not) and avoid sin at all costs. 
The primary way of becoming more like Christ was by encountering God through the 
Holy Spirit in a supernatural way during a corporate worship service. As a result, my 
personal spiritual growth was inconsistent.  
During one of those worship services, I had a profound encounter with God 
wherein I sensed a deep calling to pastoral ministry. As a result of this ‘calling,’ I pursued 
the necessary training at Southeastern University, known then as Southeastern Bible 
College. The training taught me how to study and analyze Scripture, how to create a 
church budget, and how to preach and more effectively share my faith with others, but 
what was profoundly absent, again, was training on how to overcome the inconsistency 
that plagued my spiritual growth. The culture of the campus experience was very similar 
                                                 
1 Jereome Boone, “Community and Worship: The Key Components of Pentecostal Christian 
Formation,” Journal of Pentecostal Theology 4, no. 8 (1996): 129-42. 
4 
 
to my home church, in that spiritual formation was a triangulation of rules to insure 
holiness through requirements such as dress codes, movie restrictions, mandatory chapel 
services, and volunteering at local outreaches or churches on the weekends. The 
implication was that if you wanted to be a better Christian, you needed to follow the rules 
and go to as many chapel services as possible. Once again, there was no exposure to how 
others had approached spiritual formation throughout history, nor was there clear 
emphasis on how to disciple people in a culture that was rapidly changing.  
My first ministry position after graduating was as a youth pastor. With no other 
model to follow, I followed the spiritual formation model I knew by creating a great 
worship experience for teenagers. Very much like CJ’s story, according to attendance and 
service experience, I was a huge success. Our group had gone from 8 in attendance to 
over a 120 within a year. A new worship band, along with well-produced services, 
created an exciting worship experience that drew new volunteers, as well as students. My 
yearly calendar was complete with outreach events and conferences, but something was 
bothering me. Although new students were coming to faith almost weekly, there was no 
process for developing consistent spiritual growth after they chose to follow Christ. I 
realized by default that my plan to disciple these students was to “sling-shot” them from 
one event to the next, from one spiritual experience to the next; it was a mirror of my 
personal experience that continued to leave me wanting more. It was then that I initially 
realized that I had never learned how to live as a disciple, much less to disciple other 
people. My experience in my local church, as well as my formal training at Bible 
College, failed to adequately equip me with a clear and practical model of discipleship. 
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Ironically, I returned to my alma mater in 2009 to serve as the campus pastor and 
dean of students—a position that would ultimately become Vice President for Student 
Development. Although the culture and experience were drastically improved from my 
time there as an undergraduate, the process for spiritual formation had not strayed too far 
from the original triangulation I had experienced during my time as a student.  
 
Identifying the Problem 
Sitting at my desk in the dean of students’ office, I looked out the window at 
students strolling by and realized the weight of the task before me and the leadership of 
SEU. How would we steward the formation of these students placed in our care? Thus, 
this research began to emerge as I observed that Southeastern University, a Christian 
liberal arts school affiliated with the Assemblies of God, had an inadequate process of 
helping students to grow spiritually. When I started asking questions, I found that 
although the university has a department dedicated to spiritual formation, its approach 
provided no clear process and its practices were limited to corporate worship and 
compassionate service projects such as mission trips, evangelism and community service. 
This problem will be clarified by identifying several contemporary challenges of 
discipleship as well as the key deficiencies in Southeastern’s approach to spiritual 
formation.  
Issues with Discipleship in America 
Research conducted by the Barna group released in 2015 provides a snapshot of 
discipleship among practicing Christians in America. Consequently, the struggle of 
discipleship isn’t isolated to Southeastern’s campus. In fact, only one percent of US 
pastors say today’s churches are doing “very well” at discipling people. The implication 
6 
 
is that students who are coming to study on campus are less likely to have been engaging 
in effective discipleship practices or processes prior to their arrival than in years past.  
The report indicates that when asked about their participation in four basic types 
of spiritual development listed below, those identifying themselves as practicing 
Christians showed little involvement. In fact, of those that responded, less than half are 
engaged in these four types of spiritual development that we tend to consider the basics:2 
 Attending Sunday School or fellowship group 
 Studying the Bible with a group  
 Reading and discussing a Christian book with a group  
 Meeting with a spiritual mentor 
 
Only 43 percent acknowledged attending Sunday School or a fellowship group, 33 
percent study the Bible with others, and only 25 percent engage in reading and discussing 
a Christian book with a group.3 Less than 1 in 5—a mere 17 percent of those professing 
to be a practicing Christian—say they meet with a spiritual mentor as a part of their 
discipleship.4  
In addition to a lack of engagement in discipleship, Barna suggests that part of the 
problem could be that Christians are growing more complacent in their desire for spiritual 
growth. Research findings indicate:  
It is difficult for researchers to analyze accurately the degree to which people are 
changing spiritually. From the point of view of self-perception, most 
people perceive they are growing and say they want to develop spiritually. Yet, 
self-perceptions also show that Christians tend to be quite satisfied in their 
spirituality, perhaps edging toward complacency. Most Christians express 
                                                 
2 Barna Group. The State of Discipleship, report. Ventura: Barna Group 2015. 36. (accessed 
January 5, 2016.) https://barna.org/research/leaders-pastors/research-release/new-research-state-of-
descipleship#.VoxwzZMrLdc. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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satisfaction with their spiritual lives: Thirty-eight percent of Christian adults say 
they are “happy with where they are in their spiritual life” and another 36 percent 
are “almost to where they want to be.”5 
 
The implication here is the stated need for spiritual leaders to provide tools to help people 
“examine the reality of their spiritual growth, not merely how they perceive it.”6  
Another problem revealed in this research is an isolationist or individualistic 
approach to discipleship. Research indicates, “Millions of Christians believe that 
discipleship is a solo affair, with only personal and private implications.”7 This approach 
fails to embrace the benefits of communal discipleship. In fact, they indicate:  
 1/3 of Christians prefer to pursue spiritual growth on their own. 
 41 percent of Christians consider their spiritual life to be “entirely private.” 
 Only 1/3 of those pursuing spiritual growth are including some element of one-
on-one, person-to-person discipleship. 
 
Last, the Barna report reveals that two significant roadblocks to discipleship are the 
general busyness of life and a lack of commitment to discipleship.8 The State of 
Discipleship report indicates that, “Eighty-five percent of church leaders say busyness is 
a major obstacle to discipleship, while only 23 percent of practicing Christians say the 
same.”9 Much like Chloe in the previous story, the agendas of leaders crowd out time for 
a quiet, meditative relationship with God. 
                                                 
5 Barna Group, accessed January 05, 2016, https://barna.org/research/leaders-pastors/research-
release/new-research-state-of-descipleship#.VoxwzZMrLdc. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Barna Group, The State of Discipleship, 10. 
9 Ibid. 
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Therefore, according to Barna, the challenges facing discipleship in America 
today are:  
 Reduced engagement in spiritual development practices 
 An increased complacency 
 Lack of tools to gauge progress 
 An isolationist or individualistic approach 
 Busyness 
 Lack of a clear plan 
 
Beyond identifying challenges and deficiencies, the report revealed that the two 
determining factors of a healthy discipleship culture include the vision and endorsement 
of senior leadership and a clear plan10—two factors that the leadership at Southeastern 
are positioned to seriously consider and address. 
One problem with Southeastern is that it has a clear endorsement from senior 
leadership, but has lacked a clear plan to guide the community in growing spiritually. 
This researcher could find nothing more than slogans on a website and value statements 
concerning discipleship. No plan for discipleship has, to date, been articulated. 
Southeastern is consistent with Barna’s summary of churches:   
Churches are in need of new models for discipleship. Current programs capture 
only a minority of Christians, and most believers do not prioritize an investment 
in their spiritual growth. At the same time, church leaders desire a clear plan and 
lack systems to evaluate spiritual health. Millennials, as we will see—though 
time-starved and distracted—crave relationships, especially one-on-one.11 
The State of Discipleship report provides some compelling challenges for churches today. 
It is clear to see that Southeastern, although not a church, is not immune to the effects of 
these challenges. It needs a new model for discipleship that not only addresses the 
                                                 
10 Ibid. 12. 
11 Ibid. 
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cultural challenges of the day, but also addresses the discipleship deficits of its own 
formation process. Before this process can be examined, a proper introduction to culture 
and context of Southeastern is needed.  
Southeastern University – The Context 
Southeastern University began as Alabama Shield of Faith Institute in 1935 for 
the purpose of providing training for ministers in the Assemblies of God—one of several 
Pentecostal denominations growing out of the Azusa Street Revival of 1906-1909. The 
institute moved to Lakeland, Florida in 1946 and became Southeastern College of the 
Assemblies of God. In Lakeland, the college expanded from its humble beginnings as a 
training center for ministers into a private liberal-arts university and in 2005 became 
Southeastern University.12 Since that time, the university has reached in excess of 4,500 
students in total enrollment and boasts a range of degree programs from nursing and 
kinesiology to business and law, while still offering ministry training programs in a 
variety of different fields. 
Much of this growth is owed to the intentionality of our campus culture. 
Southeastern University strives to be a “Christ-centered, student-focused learning 
community.”13 This vision statement establishes students, and growth of their 
relationship with Christ, no matter what their degree is, as the key to the overall success 
of the university. The task of spiritual formation is one of the prime directives of the 
university, and it falls specifically to the department of Student Development to 
                                                 
12 “History,” Southeastern University, accessed December 9, 2015, 
https://www.seu.edu/about/history/. 
13 “What We Believe,” Southeastern University, accessed December 9, 2015, 
https://www.seu.edu/about/what-we-believe/. 
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accomplish that task. While much is done on the academic side to integrate spirituality 
into all forms of study, the department of Student Development is charged with extending 
that integration into the general culture of the university.  
 
Spiritual Formation  
Before exploring the current model of spiritual formation on Southeastern’s 
Campus, a foundational definition of Christian “spirituality/spiritual formation” is 
needed. The first is ‘spirituality’. This research finds resonance with Philip Sheldrake 
when he defines spirituality “in specifically Christian terms…the way our fundamental 
values, lifestyles, and spiritual practices reflect understandings of God, human identity, 
and the material world as the context for human transformation.”14 Spirituality, in the 
context of Southeastern University, can then be summarized as the horizon of a student’s 
relationship to God and how they behave as a result of that relationship. From this 
understanding, a definition of spiritual formation emerges as the process for constantly 
developing a believer’s relationship with God in all areas of life. Stella Ma expounds on 
this definition:  
Spiritual formation is defined as the process of becoming conformed to the image 
of Christ, for the purpose of fellowship with God and the community of believers. 
The process involves a personal relationship with God the Father, through a 
person’s dynamic faith and commitment to the Lord Jesus Christ, and the 
regeneration of the Holy Spirit…Mature Christian character involves integration 
and growth in all aspects of human development; the cognitive, affective, 
                                                 
14 Philip Sheldrake, Explorations in Spirituality: History, Theology, and Social Practice (New 
York: Paulist Press, 2010), 5. 
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volitional, and spiritual domains. Spiritual disciplines played an essential role in 
the process. 15 
At Southeastern University then, the task of spiritual formation is the process of 
developing the spirituality of our students during their tenure on our campus. This lies at 
the core of Southeastern’s mission and at the heart of its problem. We have discovered 
that we are struggling to successfully disciple students during their time on campus. As 
Barna noted, it is difficult to fully assess whether a person is growing or not. However, 
one indication of our challenges and failures is found in the feedback from recent 
graduates. In an interview with a recent graduate, the following was said about the impact 
of life after graduation: 
The transition [from university to the work place] was definitely real and it was 
definitely obvious. I had been preparing myself for it simply by getting advice 
from other fellow graduates that had gone before me. One thing is that I didn’t 
have the community that Southeastern offered during the four years that I was 
there. Life at university almost forced me to have to be more disciplined in my 
spiritual health and in my spiritual walk.  
Working in the secular world created a sense of loneliness that I didn’t 
have at Southeastern. I no longer had a strong community. Even though I did have 
a church, I didn’t have the same dynamic that I had when I had 3,000 students, 
who were the same age as me and working toward the same common goal, which 
was to disciple themselves and to disciple one another, and to grow and learn. I 
didn’t have that anymore; [rather] I was surrounded by people who worked from 
nine to five, who had families, who were extremely busy, and who were not on 
the same path as I was. One thing that I think would help is if there was a way for 
Southeastern, or any Christian university, to prepare students for that reality. We 
need to be prepared for that shift.16 
 
Southeastern’s Inadequate Process 
While many aspects of the culture of Southeastern University have drastically 
improved since my tenure as a student, the current spiritual formation model in Student 
                                                 
15 Stella Y. Ma, “The Christian College Experience And The Development Of Spirituality Among 
Students,” Christian Higher Education 2, no. 4 (2003): 325, doi: 10.1080/15363750390246097. 
16 Danielle Shryock, Interview by Sabrina Esposito, Lakeland, FL, April 25, 2012. 
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Development is not dissimilar to the model from my undergraduate experience. The 
current model consists of exciting chapel services and mission opportunities intended to 
leave a student with a great spiritual experience. This model moves a student from one 
spiritual experience to another, hoping to create spectacular individual moments. Bible 
reading is highly encouraged but tends to be focused on gathering information rather than 
a relationship.  
As seen in the stories that introduced this work and were heard in an interview 
with a graduate, Southeastern’s approach to spiritual formation is limited in its scope and 
is failing to consistently help students grow spiritually. While corporate worship services 
and outreach experiences are vital to the discipleship process of a student, they only offer 
part of what is needed in the formation process.  
And so, the problem is two-fold. First, students who have graduated indicate that 
they have struggled in trying to reproduce or replace the “chapel experience” in a local 
church setting. Second, such a narrow process fails to establish a philosophy of Christian 
formation that incorporates spiritual habits (disciplines) that will enable graduates to 
continue maturing spiritually. This narrow approach stems, in large part, from the 
school’s Assemblies of God tradition, which relies heavily upon spiritual experiences and 
events as the primary catalyst for spiritual growth. The Assemblies of God is a relatively 
young Pentecostal movement whose origins come from the “evangelical revivalism and 
the nineteenth-century Holiness movement.”17 Gary McGee, a noted Assembly of God 
Historian and Missiologist, suggests,  
                                                 
17 Gary B. McGee, “More Than Evangelical:  The Challenge of the Evolving Theological Identity 
of the Assemblies of God,” Pneuma 25, no. 2 (2003): 291, doi: 10.1163/157007403776113206. 
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With other Pentecostals, Assemblies of God believers summed up their unique 
beliefs with the term “full gospel” (Jesus Christ as Savior, Healer, Baptizer [in the 
Holy Spirit], and Coming King), which highlighted salvation by grace, divine 
healing, Spirit baptism (with tongues), and the soon return of Jesus Christ. 18 
Stephen Parker states, “At the heart of the Pentecostal practices is an experience of the 
Spirit’s immediate presence, an experience that often involves claims to direct guidance 
from the Spirit for decisions and actions by Pentecostal believers.”19 Thus, Pentecostal 
spirituality, overall, places a significant emphasis on experiencing the gifts and guidance 
of the Holy Spirit, often in conjunction with worship service and missional outreach.  
 While this model of spiritual formation succeeds in providing particular 
experiences with God, it also has the unfortunate side effect of creating several polarities 
in the lives of students, as I will discuss below. Clearly what is needed is a spiritual 
formation model that includes a contemplative counterbalance for the overtly 
missional/activist and experience-driven Pentecostal formation process20 at Southeastern 
University; a more robust and centering process in the daily cadence of university life 
while students study and take on habits and methods they will keep and practice across a 
lifetime.21 A model that, in Alice Fyling’s words, allows students to “become less active 
but more effective, and more passionate, but less driven.”22 
                                                 
18 Ibid. 
19 Stephen E. Parker, Led by the Spirit: Toward a Practical Theology of Pentecostal Discernment 
and Decision Making (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 9. 
20 Steven J. Land, Pentecostal Spirituality: A Passion for the Kingdom (Sheffield, England: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1993), Kindle, 10.  
21 The Barna group reports over-activity as an obstacle for discipleship. “Mired in a culture that 
rewards hard work and busyness, it’s not surprising that tens of millions of self-identified Christians have 
confused religious activity with spiritual significance and depth. For instance, four out of ten self-identified 
Christian adults (39%) have participated in a combination of three “normal” religious activities in the past 
week (i.e., attending church services, praying, reading the Bible). But far fewer have engaged in another 
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Possible Solutions 
Benedict and a Theology of Listening 
In light of this problem, the question arose: Which model takes into account the 
communal nature of the university setting, utilizes spiritual practices, and is able to build 
upon a Pentecostal ethos “growing out of and centered in revivalistic, participatory, 
populist-oriented worship?”23 As I researched this question, I continually found myself 
back at the Rule of St. Benedict, a somewhat unlikely landing zone for a Pentecostal. 
However, for more than 1,500 years, the Benedictines have placed a significant emphasis 
on spiritual formation that incorporates spiritual practices within the context of 
communal living. More importantly, Benedictine spirituality, from the very first page of 
the Rule of St. Benedict, values listening as the essential practice for the development of a 
Christian. This emphasis is important for several reasons. First, the value of listening as a 
means of formation lies at the heart of a Pentecostal formation. The Pentecostal mindset 
is that of a God who still speaks and a people who long to respond. Pentecostals have 
been defined as being Christians who are led by the Spirit in all things and who seek to 
hear and respond to the immediate presence of Christ and the needs of hurting and needy 
                                                                                                                                                 
trio of deeper faith expressions: less than one out of ten have talked about their faith with a non-Christian, 
fasted for religious purposes, and had an extended time of spiritual reflection during the past week. Various 
spiritual disciplines—including solitude, sacrifice, acts of service, silence, and scriptural meditation—are 
also infrequently practiced.” https://www.barna.org/barna-update/faith-spirituality/524-self-described-
christians-dominate-america-but-wrestle-with-four-aspects-of-spiritual-depth#.VHTHbkuRNuY (accessed 
[date]). 
22 Alice Fryling, Seeking God Together: An Introduction to Group Spiritual Direction (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2009), Kindle, 14. 
23 Land, Pentecostal Spirituality, 7. 
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people.24 In addition, looking to the work of Ken Archer, a Pentecostal theologian, one 
could say that the means by which a Christian hears from God is through an openness to 
the Holy Spirit, Holy Scripture, and Holy Community. 25 This threefold framework lies at 
the heart of a Pentecostal hermeneutic and is, therefore, a natural fit. 
  Second, Mark Chapter four, the Parable of the Sower, provides a theology of 
listening that is seen throughout Scripture, taught by Jesus and will serve as the Biblical 
foundation for Southeastern’s new formation process. Thus, the biblical concept of 
listening will serve as a bridge to span the theological gap between a Catholic monastic 
rule and a twenty-first century Pentecostal. This bridge is built upon the idea that 
listening lies at the core of discipleship, a lesson Jesus taught. Benedictine spirituality has 
modeled it for more than 1,500 years, and Southeastern needs to incorporate certain 
practices and theological insights in order to improve its discipleship. Therefore, it is the 
thesis of this work that Southeastern University’s process of spiritual formation can be 
greatly enhanced by synthesizing the theological insights and spiritual practices from the 
Rule of St. Benedict.  
Three Movements  
 This work goes through three movements in order to accomplish the 
aforementioned goal for Southeastern University. The first movement is to lay the 
foundation of this paper squarely in a Theology of Listening. The Parable of the Sower, 
as told in Mark’s Gospel, will be used as the biblical foundation for a Theology of 
                                                 
24 Donald E. Miller and Tetsunao Yamamori, Global Pentecostalism: The New Face of Christian 
Social Engagement (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), Kindle, 42-43. 
25 Kenneth J. Archer, “Pentecostal Hermeneutics and the Society for Pentecostal 
Studies,” Pneuma 37, no. 3 (2015): 328, doi: 10.1163/15700747-03703005. 
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Listening. It is the claim of this work that Mark chapter four is a treatise on hearing that 
establishes listening as a primary teaching of Jesus, a foundational principle for disciples, 
and a reliable framework for synthesizing Benedictine spirituality within the context of 
Southeastern University. 
 The second movement will be to examine Benedictine spirituality. This will be 
done first through a survey of Benedictine monasticism from its early influences through 
its establishment and expansion up to the current era. Then the work will provide a 
biographical sketch of Benedict, as well as an overview of the rule, including its structure 
and key elements. Lastly, an overview of Benedictine essentials for formation will be 
revealed. 
 The final movement will be to examine three polarities that occur in the students 
at Southeastern University as a result of our current model of spiritual formation. The 
work will then attempt to use a Theology of Listening and Benedictine practices to solve 
these polarities. The polarities are as follows: 
1. Informational vs Formational – (Lectio Divina) 
 The first polarity identified is the informational vs formational approach to 
Scripture. This problem is defined as an example of a bifurcated approach to Scripture—
reading for information rather than relationship. Chapter four will examine the 
predispositions in higher education towards an analytical, information-gathering 
approach to the text. The polarity is illustrated by the first soil in the Markan account of 
the Parable of the Sower, where the seed falls onto the path and is immediately snatched 
up by the birds. A purely informational approach to the reading of Scripture does not 
posture one to be aware of the word that God is speaking, and thus is snatched away. The 
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Benedictine practice of Lectio Divina will then be examined as a remedy to this polarity 
in the context of Southeastern University. 
2. Individualism vs Communal Faith - (Spiritual Direction) 
 The second polarity is that of individualism vs communal faith. Students arrive at 
Southeastern with a belief that other than a once-a-week service, their spirituality is 
largely ‘personal.’ The emphasis is on personal or private devotional times; altar calls are 
based on an individual encounter with Jesus. According to Barna research, “Only one out 
of every five self-identified Christians (21 percent) believes that spiritual maturity 
requires a vital connection to a community of faith.”26 This polarity is illustrated in the 
second soil of the Parable of the Sower, where a believer receives the word of God but 
because of rocky soil, no roots develop and hard times and persecution burns the word 
out. Individualistic spirituality may be aware of God speaking, but without community a 
student will fail to understand what has been said—causing the word sown to be burned 
out by the hard times one will face. Spiritual Direction, a hallmark of Benedictine 
spirituality, will then be integrated with hope of addressing this polarity in the context of 
Southeastern University. 
3. Secular vs Sacred - (Everyday Spirituality) 
 The final polarity addressed in this work is the secular vs sacred divide. This 
bifurcation fosters a fragmented life failing to recognize God in the ordinary everyday 
things of life—relegating spirituality to certain activities and locations rather than 
viewing all of life as sacred and spiritual. This also results in failing to be aware of the 
                                                 
26 Barna Group, “Self-Described Christians Dominate America but Wrestle with Four Aspects of 
Spiritual Depth,” September 13, 2011, accessed November 25, 2014, Barna.org. 
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needs of others because the disciplined life of intention and routine has been sacrificed 
for the pursuit of the spectacular and entertaining. The final bad soil of the sower parable 
illustrates this polarity as the word of God becomes choked out by the cares and desires 
of the world of the student. Such a student may be aware of God speaking, and while he 
or she may have understood what has been spoken, one has not responded to the word in 
obedience, choosing instead to be led by his or her own wants and desires. The 
Benedictine value of the sanctity of the mundane will be applied to Southeastern 
University’s culture as a cure for the secular vs sacred polarity. 
Next Step 
The ministry problem to be addressed is an inadequate process of spiritual 
formation at Southeastern University resulting from contemporary challenges of 
discipleship and the university’s limited approach and unclear process of discipleship. 
The question emerged, “Which historical model of spiritual formation could be 
synthesized within the context of Southestern University?” The answer to the question is 
the Rule of St. Benedict. Thus the solution is to synthesize certain practices and insights 
from the Rule of St. Benedict that have been used for more than 1,500 years. The aim is 
to enhance the current process of formation in order to produce students who avoid the 
challenges that plagued CJ and Chloe. The ultimate outcome is that students will develop 
a rule of life during their time on campus that will equip them with a process to grow 
spiritually for the rest of their lives.  
The next step in solving this problem is to examine the Parable of the Sower in 
order to provide a theology of listening that will serve as the biblical foundation for this 
work and a bridge between Benedictine spirituality and Pentecostal formation.  
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CHAPTER 2 
A THEOLOGY OF LISTENING 
“If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.”27 
 
Introduction 
The first step in adding a contemplative counterbalance to Southeastern 
University’s formation model is to offer a biblical foundation. It is the claim of this work 
that Mark 4 is a treatise on hearing that establishes listening as a primary teaching of 
Jesus, a foundational principle for disciples, and a reliable framework synthesizing 
Benedictine spirituality within the context of Southeastern University. First, this chapter 
will conduct a brief survey of Scripture that reveals the call to listen to God as a 
consistent theme woven throughout the whole of Scripture. Second, this consistent theme 
is seen in Jesus’ teaching of the Parable of the Sower, which will be exegeted as a 
foundation for a Theology of Listening and its place within Christian formation. Lastly, 
the chapter will demonstrate how a Theology of Listening is foundational to Benedictine 
spirituality.  
A Consistent Theme Throughout The Whole of Scripture 
The call to listen to a God who speaks is a consistent theme throughout the whole 
of Scripture, and as such should be a primary focus of believers and a core emphasis in 
any formational model. The word “listen” or “hear” is found more than 1,500 times in the 
Bible and appears consistently in both the Old and New Testaments.28 The Hebrew and 
                                                 
27 Mark 4:23. 
28 Several key scriptures with the word “listen” include: Deut. 6:3-8; 8:3-4; Psalm 95:7; Prov. 
8:32-35; Jer. 13:10; Isa. 30:9; Zech. 7:12; Matt. 13; John 10:10. 
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Greek words for “hearing” combine to produce at least eight nuances for which these 
words are used: literally to hear sound; to understand a language; to understand in the 
sense of grasping meaning or significance; to recognize; to discern; to pay attention; to 
agree with, accept, or believe what is said; and to obey.29 Thus the concept of authentic 
hearing as laid out in Scripture brings with it a complexity of diathesis. In the English 
language, a subject can either be acted upon—otherwise known as a passive voice—or 
conversely, the subject can do all of the action in an active voice.30 Biblical listening, 
however, is more than a passive receptivity, for it demands an obedient response.31  
To “hear” in Hebrew is shema, a word that highlights the complex diathesis of 
scriptural listening. Shema means to listen with response, and not repose, to hear and 
heed at the same time.32 McKnight suggests that the word ‘hear’ or ‘listen’ in the Bible 
operates on at least three levels: attention, absorption, and action.33 Peterson defines this 
mode as a ‘middle’ voice, whereby the subject “actively participates in the results of an 
action that another initiates.”34 Thus the concept of biblical listening is an active 
participation in what has been received. The word of God does not act upon us, nor do we 
                                                 
29 Klyne Snodgrass, “A Hermeneutics of Hearing Informed by the Parables with Special Reference 
to Mark 4,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 14, no. 1 (2004): 59. 
30 William O’Grady, Contemporary Linguistics: An Introduction, 4th ed. (Boston: Bedford/St. 
Martin, 2001), 1. 
31 However, the voice of the subject cannot really be considered active, for the action of listening 
does not completely rest upon subject.  
32 Leonard I. Sweet, Nudge: Awakening Each Other to the God Who’s Already There (Colorado 
Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2010), Kindle, 150. 
33 Scot McKnight, The Blue Parakeet: Rethinking How You Read the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2008), Kindle loc. 1336-45. 
34 Peterson, Eugene. The Contemplative Pastor: Returning to the Art of Spiritual Direction (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing, 1989), 102-105. 
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act upon it, rather, we participate with it as we attentively listen, seek to understand and 
ultimately respond to that which God is saying to us. A brief survey of the Old 
Testament’s treatment of this listening theme will now be conducted.  
The Shema is the shortened name for the most famous and foundational prayer for 
the Jewish faith, and it is derived from Deuteronomy 6:4-9, where the Prophet Moses 
called Israel to “Hear (shema) O, Israel...” This command “to hear” came immediately 
after Moses gave the Ten Commandments to the Israelites, as a repetition of the 
command in verse 3 where Moses said, “Hear, Israel, and be careful to obey.” Again, 
Moses was able to capture the complex diathesis of the word and urged Israel to actively 
participate in the Law that they had just received. According to Ko, the Shema then 
became the foundational theological principle for the entire Torah, as the post-exhilic 
author of Deuteronomy revised all of Israel’s history in light of this one command to 
“hear.”35 He argues, 
The Shema, as a rule of faith, creates two theological horizons that enable the 
interpreter to understand the biblical text with a full responsiveness to prophetic 
language and a full devotion to relational and personal language. These Horizons 
are prerequisites of Jewish and Christian understanding in approaching the 
biblical text. Therefore, it is possible to suggest that the Shema as the rule of faith 
is a legitimate prejudgment that makes a genuine Jewish and Christian 
understanding of Scripture possible.36 
 
The Wisdom literature of the Old Testament constantly echoed the Shema—
reflecting the deutero-revision (Prov. 4:1,10,20). Proverbs 8:32-35 was a call to listen to 
God’s instruction and be wise, for those who listen (shema) are blessed and find life 
(TNIV). The Psalmist called the reader to listen (shema) for his voice, not hardening their 
                                                 
35 Ming Him Ko, “Fusion-Point Hermeneutics: A Theological Interpretation of Saul’s Rejection in 
Light of the Shema as the Rule of Faith,” Journal of Theological Interpretation 7, no. 1 (2013): 63. 
36 Ibid., 62. 
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hearts as others have done (Ps 95:7). The prophets pointed to a people who harden their 
hearts and refused to shema. For example, 
These are rebellious people, deceitful children, children unwilling to listen 
[shema] to the LORD’S instruction (Isa. 30:9). 
They made their hearts as hard as flint and would not listen [shema] to the law or 
to the words that the LORD Almighty had sent by his Spirit through the earlier 
prophets. So the LORD Almighty was very angry (Zech. 7:12). 
“When I called, they did not listen; so when they called, I would not listen 
[shema],” says the LORD Almighty (Zech. 7:13). 
Ko argues that God’s rejection of Saul as king was based on Saul’s failure to 
“listen” to the word of Samuel—that is to say, Saul failed to hear the command, failed to 
understand the command, and, finally, failed to respond appropriately.37 Brueggemann 
refers to Jeremiah 35:12-19 as a “militant meditation on the meaning of listening, 
the requirements of listening, and the costs of not listening.”38 Here the children of Israel 
were challenged to “give up a fraudulent autonomy” by accepting the call to become 
persons and a community “whose very life consists in hearing what God addresses.”39 It 
is clear that the Theology of Listening is consistently present in the Old Testament and is 
highlighted by humanity’s unwillingness to listen. We will now turn to the Gospels, 
where the Theology of Listening, encapsulated in shema, continued to be the key 
hermeneutic posture for understanding the teachings and ministry of Jesus.  
                                                 
37 Ibid., 71. 
38 Walter Brueggemann, A Commentary on Jeremiah: Exile and Homecoming (Grand Rapids, MI: 
W.B. Eerdmans, 1998), 332. 
39 Ibid., 332-333. 
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A Consistent Theme in the Ministry of Jesus 
Birger Gerhardsson was a Swedish biblical scholar and professor at Lund 
University and authored The Shema in the New Testament. He details that in New 
Testament times it was customary for a pious Jewish man to recite the Shema in the 
morning and in the evening.40 In doing so, the Jewish man would “place himself under 
the yoke of heaven,” and posture himself to hear and obey the word of God that day.41 
The ministry of Jesus was also centered on the Shema, as highlighted in his response to 
the pharisees in Mark 12:28-34, Matthew 22:34-40, and in Luke 10:25-37.42 Gerhardsson 
argues that the temptation of Jesus was actually a three-fold attempt on the part of Satan 
to get Jesus to deny the Shema.43 Jesus’ response to Satan’s temptation was to quote 
Deuteronomy 8:3-4, emphasizing that man does not live on bread alone but every word 
that comes from the mouth of God. Listening, as the prime command in the Shema, is, 
therefore, also the prime teaching of Jesus. The kingdom of heaven is to be a kingdom of 
people who are postured to be aware of what God is saying, patient to understand what 
was said, and determined to respond with obedience to what was said.  
We will now examine how both Matthew and Luke invoked the Shema in the 
confirmation of Jesus’ divinity on the Mount of Transfiguration. In a scene modeled right 
after the confirmation of the nation of Israel on Mount Sinai, the glory of Jesus was 
                                                 
40 Birger Gerhardsson, The Shema in the New Testament (Lund, Sweden: Novapress, 1996), 26. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid., 29. 
43 Ibid., 30. 
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revealed to James, John and Peter.44 God the Father echoed Sinai when he declared, 
“This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen [shema] to him.”45 The command from 
Sinai and the command on the Mount of Transfiguration is the same—Listen [shema] to 
the Word of God. The difference is that the Word is no longer a set of commands written 
in stone—thus producing hearts of stone. Now the Word has taken on flesh and blood, 
and all of those who listen [shema] will be given a heart of flesh as the down payment for 
life eternal in the kingdom of heaven. In the book of John, the apostle describes love for 
Jesus as a listening obedience.46 Jesus claimed that his sheep would know his voice and 
respond.47 Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 7:24-25, also found in the Rule of Saint 
Benedict.48 Prologue 33, states, “Whoever hears my words and does them (listens 
[shema]) I liken to the prudent person who built a house on a rock. The floods came, the 
winds blew and battered that house, but it did not collapse because it was founded on 
rock.” The concept of listening is woven throughout Scripture and clearly heard in the 
teachings of Jesus. Jesus’ teaching reveals that listening and response are of one accord. 
To receive and not respond is not what is required, but rather for one to listen includes 
receiving and responding.  
This study has begun the processes of defining a Theology of Listening by 
highlighting its significance in both the Old Testament and in the ministry of Jesus. It is 
                                                 
44 Roger Stronstad, The Charismatic Theology of St. Luke (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 
2012), 50. 
45 Luke 9:35. 
46 John 14:15, 23. 
47 John 10:27. 
48 Henceforth denoted by “RB.” 
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clear that Jesus not only esteemed the Shema in his ministry—it is the very foundation of 
the authority for his ministry. It is within this context that an exegesis of the Parable of 
the Sower will commence.  
The Parabolic Method 
 Klynne Snodgrass, American theologian and Professor of New Testament 
Studies at North Park Theological Seminary, claims in his work, A Hermeneutics of 
Hearing, parables provide “one of the most effective avenues to real hearing.” 49 The 
imagery found in the Gospel narratives often breaks through the deafness and noise of 
everyday life calling for depth of listening. Parables are stories designed to evoke fresh 
praxis while breaking open current understandings in order to instill fresh ones.50 Drawn 
from nature or common life, parables arrest the hearer by their vividness or strangeness 
often leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into 
active thought.51 Parables challenge the reader/hearer to pay attention. Parables are a lens 
through which we can see new perspectives on biblical truths. These literary devices 
provide a handle for understanding the kingdom of God. Rabbis used them to help people 
in understanding the Torah. “Parables are indirect communications intended to enable 
hearing and move people to response.”52 “If one considers the 38 narrative parables of 
                                                 
49 Snodgrass, “A Hermeneutics of Hearing,” 60. 
50 N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (London: SPCK, 1996), Kindle, loc. 4775-4776. 
51 C. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1961), 5. 
52 Snodgrass, “A Hermeneutics of Hearing,” 60. 
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Jesus, 28 have explicit questions (either at the beginning, within the narrative, or at the 
end). They confront, engage, force thought, and promote action.”53   
Parable stories have the power to evoke the emotional imagination. For example, 
the story of the Good Samaritan sparks hope as an unlikely hero saves they day when 
those expected to do good failed to act. This story holds the capacity to inspire people to 
action—specifically action that reflects the redemptive work of Christ. It calls listeners to 
see themselves as capable of doing great good for others.  
Parables invite the listener to join the storyteller as an accomplice in forging a 
new reality. As the imagination is engaged, one is moved beyond collecting information 
and into a place of feeling the truth of the narrative compelling the listener to join in the 
story. Parable telling engages the audience by telling a story through the expansion of 
analogy and seeks to reveal the Kingdom of God. It is a bridge between the human and 
the divine that dislodges the listeners from the mire and muck of their everyday life by 
revealing a new reality in which they are invited to live. Parables were the tool of choice 
for Jesus in conveying the character of God and the expectations that God has for 
humans.54  
Parables are also the source of polemic views on their intended purposes and 
interpretation due to abuses they have received over the years. The early church is guilty 
of having abused them with allegory. A drastic example of such abuse would be 
Augustine who assigned meaning to every object in the story of the Good Samaritan, 
which consequentially, twisted the original meaning. Other theologians have applied 
                                                 
53 Ibid. 
54 Klyne Snodgrass, Stories with Intent: A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2008), 2. 
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sociological and psychological paradigms to infuse new meaning into parables.55 For the 
purpose of this paper, however, the assumption is made that Jesus’ use of parables was to 
clearly articulate ideas and concepts about the Kingdom of God, and it is the intent of the 
Teller that one must seek. Snodgrass, a primary voice in understanding the Parable of the 
Sower assumes this stance. He insists:  
The intent of the teller—Jesus himself—with all the power and creativity of his 
teaching, must be the goal of our interpretive work. These are stories with intent, 
the communicative intent of Jesus. Anything else is a rewriting of Jesus’ parables. 
The ancient church and modern Christians have often rewritten them to create a 
new intent. I do not seek the intent of the church, a psychologist, a sociologist, a 
feminist, or any other such rewriting, common as they are. I seek to hear the intent 
of Jesus to his contemporaries—his disciples and his fellow Jews.56  
This is precisely the objective in looking at Jesus’ Parable of the Sower found in 
Matthew, Mark and Luke.  
The Parable of the Sower as the Foundation 
As it is told in Mark’s Gospel, the Parable of the Sower is situated during the 
Galilean ministry of Jesus. It is a four-fold similitude that shows a contrast between seeds 
sown in four different types of soil. Three scenarios of sowing failed to produce; the seed 
is devoured, withered, or choked (4:4-7), but one produced an abundant crop (4:8).  
Here is the parable as presented in Mark 4:1-9, in the New International Version: 
Again Jesus began to teach by the lake. The crowd that gathered around him was 
so large that he got into a boat and sat in it out on the lake, while all the people 
were along the shore at the water’s edge. He taught them many things by parables, 
and in his teaching said: ”Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was 
scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 
Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, 
because the soil was shallow. But when the sun came up, the plants were 
                                                 
55 See Jermias, Toblert, Hultgrren, Snodgrass, Herzog. 
56 Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, 3. 
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scorched, and they withered because they had no root. Other seed fell among 
thorns, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain. Still 
other seed fell on good soil. It came up, grew and produced a crop, some 
multiplying thirty, some sixty, some a hundred times.” Then Jesus said, “Whoever 
has ears to hear, let them hear.” 
 
Found in Matthew, Mark and Luke, the Parable of the Sower is the foundation for 
a Theology of Listening.57 Within the parable is the key for understanding all parables, 
establishing a theology of listening as essential for Christian formation.58 The Parable of 
the Sower reveals the priority of listening in the life of a disciple. Boucher claims that the 
entire Markan passage (4:1-34) is a lesson on how to hear the word about the kingdom 
spoken in parables.”59 Others claim it informs a hermeneutic of hearing with an emphasis 
on obedience.60 It is this researcher’s contention that Jesus is calling for a depth of 
hearing that moves beyond passive receptivity and into a participatory engagement with 
the work of the parable in the life of the listener. The message of the parable is that Jesus 
called those who followed him to “Listen.” In all three synoptic Gospels the authors 
echoed this call with the phrase: “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”61 Bruner states:  
This sentence is not just a rhetorical flourish meaning, “Get the point!” Rather, it 
is the code for deciphering the parable’s vocabulary. Listening to Jesus’ words is 
the key to life; our ears are the soil of our lives. Ears attentively devoted to the 
Word of Jesus are good soil; ears distracted, inattentive, casual, or diffused in 
concentration are the several unfruitful soils of the parable. The key attitude in life 
—spiritually and socially—is the attitude of active listening. Right listening is the 
                                                 
57 Matthew 13:1-9; Mark 4:1-9; Luke 8:4-8. 
58 Mark 4:13. 
59 Madeleine I. Boucher, The Mysterious Parable: A Literary Study (Washington DC: Catholic 
Biblical Association of America, 1977), 43. 
60 Klyne Snodgrass, “Reading to Hear: A Hermeneutics of Hearing,” Horizons in Biblical 
Theology 24, no. 1 (June 2002): 8. 
61 Matt. 13:9; Mark 4:9; Luke 8:8. 
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catalyst for right doing. Just as soil is primarily passive and its task mainly 
receptive, so disciples are to be first of all receivers.62  
Mark begins the passage by placing Jesus in front of a large crowd beside the Sea 
of Galilee (4:1-2). In 4:3, Jesus began the parable with the command “Listen!” It should 
be noted that this is the only parable to be introduced by the double imperative, “Listen!” 
and “See!” and is not found in parallels, Matt. 13:3; Luke 8:5.63 This unique parable 
opening corresponds to the ‘seeing’ and ‘hearing’ found in Isa. 6:9-10 that is cited at the 
end of the discussion in 4:10-12.64 The closest biblical analogue would be commands to 
hear in the OT (Deut. 6:4; Judg. 9:7; Isa. 28:23; Ezek. 20:47).65 In addition, the call to 
hear in 4:9 forms a framework with 4:3a around the parable whose interpretation (4:14-
20) focuses on hearing.66 Toblert agrees, stating, “The parable of the Sower, itself, 
beginning with a command to hear and ending with a gnomic warning to attune one’s ear 
to hear clearly, bristles with flags to the audience indicating its importance.”67 The sower, 
though essential in the story, remained nondescript as the attention shifted towards the 
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seed and soil response. Joel Marcus in his work The Mystery of the Kingdom of God 
makes a compelling argument for the Markan reader to identify the “sower” with Jesus.68  
In 4:4-9, Mark details that Jesus told the crowd the parable without any 
interpretation. All three Gospels are harmonious in the way the parable was dictated to 
the crowd, while at the same time maintaining minor differences. One can note the 
differences between Mark’s version of the parable with that of Matthew and Luke below. 
Table 1. Comparative Chart: The Parable of the Sower69  
 
Gospel Destination of 
First Seed(s) 
Destination of 
Second Seed(s) 
Destination of 
Third Seed(s) 
Destination of 
Fourth Seed(s) 
Yield of 
Grain 
Mark 4:3-
9 
One seed along 
the path; birds 
devoured it. 
One seed on the 
rocky ground; 
lacked depth of 
soil, sprang up, 
withered away. 
One seed in the 
thorns; it was 
choked by 
thorns.  
Other seeds in 
good soil; they 
brought forth grain, 
growing up, 
increasing, and 
bearing. 
30 fold 
60 fold 
100 fold 
Matthew 
13:3-9 
Some seeds along 
the path; birds 
devoured them.  
Others seeds on 
the rocky ground; 
lacked depth of 
soil, sprang up 
withered away.  
Other seeds in 
the thorns; they 
were choked by 
thorns.  
Others seeds in 
good soil; they 
brought forth grain.  
100 fold 
60 fold 
30 fold 
Luke 8:4-
8 
One seed along 
the path; it was 
trodden under 
foot, and birds 
devoured it.  
Another on the 
rock; it withered 
away because it 
lacked moisture.  
Another in the 
thorns; it was 
choked by 
thorns 
Another in good 
soil; it grew and 
produced fruit.  
60 per 
measure 
and 120 per 
measure.  
 
 
Verse 4 indicates the seed was sown on or along the path. Birds ate the seed 
before they could take root. Verses 5-6 portray a sowing and gestation among rocky soil, 
producing quick growth without much root due to shallow ground. Verse 7 establishes a 
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triadic pattern similar to verses 4-6: (a) a seed was sown, (b) a destroying agent appeared 
and (c) caused violent destruction.70 In verse 8 the same triadic structure occurs as the 
preceding verses. In verse 9 the seed finally finds good soil and bears a crop. The later 
interpretation will make clear, the seed is the word of God (4:14). Hultgren notes, “The 
various seeds that are scattered clearly are not persons in Mark’s account (but they 
become such in Matthew’s interpretation).”71 Viewing this passage through the lens of 
the interpretation informs a Theology of Listening by showing that the divine seed’s (the 
Word) efficacy is affected by the conditions or state of the recipient. It supports the idea 
of a middle voice, the human participation in the work of the divine. How one responds 
to the word of God determines its effect on his or her life. 
Issues 
Mark, in verses 10-20, interjected another narrative immediately following Jesus’ 
message to the crowd. In this narrative, Jesus was alone with his disciples who were 
asking him the meaning behind the parable he’d just delivered to the large crowd. Their 
question highlights the complexity of this passage—which is often seen as a theological 
mind field due to the harsh language of Isaiah 6, its seemingly disjointed structure, and its 
allegorical interpretation by Jesus himself. However, by using a Theology of Listening 
one can find the parable’s meaning is not only attainable but also reasonable. This can be 
proved through three key elements that will enable a reader/listener to understand the 
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Parable of the Sower: 1) The literary arrangement of the parable; 2) what Mark gives 
prominence to in his version; 3) the Semitic connection to the Shema.72  
The first piece of evidence offered is the structure of the Markan content in 4:1-
34. What appears at first to be a disjointed passage, jumping from Jesus teaching from a 
boat interrupted in 4:10 by the insertion of similar teaching material, to being all alone 
with his disciples, is actually a reactionary work of art by Mark. The structure of this 
passage is a carefully balanced narrative, which provides the direction for understanding 
the whole as well as the individual parts.73  
Jan Lambrecht highlights the chiastic structure by stating Mark “has taken up 
elements of different origins and divergent character and worked them into a fairly 
harmonious whole.”74 Greg Fay agrees with Lambrecht’s argument and structures the 
passage in Mark in the following manner: 
A 4:1-2 Narrative Introduction 
 B 4:3-9 Seed Parable 
  C 4:10-13 General Statement on Parabolic Method 
   D 4:14-20 Explanation of Parable of the Sower 
  C’ 4:21-25 General Statements on Parabolic Method 
 B’ 4:26-32 Seeds Parables 
                                                 
72 It should be noted that I am deeply indebted to Klyne Snodgrass and his work on “A 
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73 Snodgrass, “A Hermeneutics of Hearing,” 67. 
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A’ 4:33-34 Narrative Conclusion75  
Mark’s discourse is arranged as a chiasmus, intentionally placing the explanation 
of the Parable of the Sower at the center. Snodgrass notes, “The seemingly unrelated 
statements in 4:21-25 are not unrelated at all; they provide commentary and direction for 
the interpretation of 4:10-13.”76 The direction for interpretation is found in Mark’s 
explanation: a call to listen. Mark intentionally arranged his work to emphasize his point: 
effective hearing lies at the heart of discipleship. If one is to truly understand and 
interpret this passage, the structure must be given priority.  
Another literary structure worth noting is Mark’s propensity for using inclusios, a 
literary device also known as bracketing. Mark was known for setting one pericope 
between two others to provide insight for understanding the matter at hand.77 In chapter 
4, vv.10-12 are bracketed by the Parable of the Sower on one side and the interpretation 
on the other to illuminate their intent. Understanding this literary structure is key to 
understanding the entire passage and is critical for making sense of the harsh words of 
Isaiah. Tolbert suggests these harsh words are in essence a doctrine of determinism 
implying that Jesus intentionally kept those not predestined from hearing and repenting.78 
C.H. Dodd, a Welsh New Testament scholar and influential Protestant theologian, on the 
other hand, refutes the idea that the parable was spoken in order to prevent those who 
were not predestined to salvation from understanding and is not credible on any reading 
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of the Gospels.79 Dodd takes the position that this was not an attempt to keep hidden but 
rather a description of those who refuse to hear.80 For example, the Parable of the Sower 
is bracketed by the opening two words of the parable (vs. 3), literally, “Be hearing, see” 
which reappeared in verse 12 from the citation of Isaiah. Snodgrass notes,  
At least at the Markan level, Isa. 6 has been the starting point for framing the 
material. And additional intercalation is also evident. The Parable of the Sower is 
bracketed by 4:10-12 with its mention of “those outside” and by 3:31-35, which 
tells of Jesus family standing “outside” calling for him and his redefining his 
family as those who do the will of the Father. At least for Mark we will not hear 
the gospel unless we see the sets of relations he creates to show the way to 
understanding.81  
 
The second piece of evidence that points to Mark 4 as a primer on hearing comes 
in noticing his repetitive use of language. The writer of Mark uses the verb akoueiv, “to 
hear,” 13 times in these 34 verses (4:3, 9 [twice], 12 [twice], 15, 16, 18, 20, 23 [twice]).82 
It is the only parable that is introduced (vs. 3) by the imperative, “Listen”.83 In verses 9, 
23 we read, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear;” “The sower sows the word” (vs. 14); 
“those who hear the word” (vs. 18, and throughout vss. 15-20); “Take heed what you 
hear” (vs. 24), and finally, “With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they 
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were able to hear it” (vs. 33).84 It is critical to take note that Mark’s repetitive use of 
language informs the heart of his message: listen. 
This leads to a third peace of evidence, that this call to listen reflects the Shema. 
The readers of Mark’s account would have been intimately connected to the Shema and 
would most likely have found connection in Jesus’ call to hear. Gerhardsson offers an 
interpretation of the parable of the sower in the context of the Shema and its call to listen. 
Gerhardsson details that Jesus was attempting to portray the scribal pattern of the 
Shema—to listen and love God with one’s whole heart, whole soul, and whole strength.85 
Gerhardsson further argues that while Mark may have been the first Gospel to record the 
parable, it is its parallel in the Matthean account that provides the clearest picture of the 
scribal pattern.86 Gerhardsson’s parallel of the scribal pattern of the Shema in the Gospel 
of Matthew is found in Table 2. 
Table 2. Gerhardsson’s Scribal Pattern in Matthew 13:18-2387 
Soil Interpretation Gerhardsson’s Parallel to the 
Shema 
The One Sown on the Path 
(vv.19) 
“When anyone hears the word of 
the Kingdom…The Evil one 
comes and snatches away what is 
sown in his heart.” 
Failure to “Love the Lord your 
God with your whole heart.” 
The One Sown on the Stony 
ground (vv.20-21) 
“He who hears the word and 
immediately receives it with joy 
but has not root in himself…” 
Failure to “Love the Lord your 
God with your whole soul.” 
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The One Sown Among the 
Thorns (vv.22) 
“He who hears the word but lets 
the cares of this age…choke the 
word.” 
Failure to “Love the Lord your 
God with your whole might.” 
The One Sown in the Good Soil “This is he who hears the Word 
and understands it…” 
Successfully follows the Shema. 
 
 
From the Parable of the Sower, the DNA for a Theology of Listening is distilled. 
The core principles found in Mark’s telling of the parable will serve as the biblical 
foundation. While much discussion has been given to the obscurity of Jesus’ echo of 
Isaiah 6:9-10 in verse 12, it is my contention that the key to understanding Jesus’ 
statements in verse 12 and the entire discourse of Mark 4 is found in the simple command 
of verse 9 which says, “Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear.” Within that statement 
lays the seed of the Gospel, seeking the kind of soil that will be aware, will understand 
and will respond with a harvest bigger than either the messenger or the receptor could 
have imagined. I will now demonstrate this foundation through an exegesis of the parable 
as outlined in Mark 4. 
A Comparison of the Parables 
Arland J. Hultgren, professor emeritus of New Testament at Luther Seminary in 
St. Paul, Minnesota, offers compelling commentary on the parables of Jesus. He suggests, 
based on the verbal similarities, that both Matthew and Luke’s version of the Parable of 
the Sower is based on Mark’s.88 Although there are some differences, there are not 
enough to conclude a source other than Mark. As I have already mentioned, Lambrecht 
places the interpretation as the centerpiece of the chiastic structure of the passage. It is 
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only in Mark’s version of the parable that one finds the chiastic structure with 
interpretation as the center, thus it can serve as the foundation for understanding a 
theology of listening.  
In each of the three Synoptic Gospels an interpretation is given (Mark 4:13-20; 
Matt. 13:18-23; Luke 8:11-15). Here is the interpretation as heard in Mark 4:13-20 in the 
New International Version: 
And He said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? How then will you 
understand all the parables? The sower sows the word. And these are the ones by 
the wayside where the word is sown. When they hear, Satan comes immediately 
and takes away the word that was sown in their hearts. These likewise are the 
ones sown on stony ground who, when they hear the word, immediately receive it 
with gladness; and they have no root in themselves, and so endure only for a time. 
Afterward, when tribulation or persecution arises for the word’s sake, 
immediately they stumble. Now these are the ones sown among thorns; they are 
the ones who hear the word, and the cares of this world, the deceitfulness of 
riches, and the desires for other things entering in choke the word, and it becomes 
unfruitful. But these are the ones sown on good ground, those who hear the word, 
accept it, and bear fruit: some thirtyfold, some sixty, and some a hundred.” 
 
The Lukan interpretation reflects what Gerhardsson calls “the young missionary 
church in its fight for the faith and about the faith.” 89 His interpretation reflects the 
struggles of the earlier church’s survival. Gerhardsson argues, however, that Luke and 
Mark missed the veiled reference to the Shema in their interpretation of the parable—
something that Matthew, in writing to a primarily Jewish audience, was able to capture.90 
The differences between the three versions are noted in Table 3.  
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Table 3. Comparative Chart: The interpretation of the Parable of the Sower91 
Reference Comparison #1 Comparison #2 Comparison #3 Comparison #4 
Mark 4:13-20 Some people are 
like terrain along a 
path where seeds 
are stolen by birds; 
they are robbed of 
the word by Satan. 
 
Analogy: people 
and terrain. 
Some people are 
like plants on 
rocky ground that 
lack roots; they fall 
away during 
tribulation or 
persecution. 
 
Analogy: people 
and plants. 
Some people are 
like a field with 
thorns in it; they 
are lovers of the 
world, and cares, 
delights, and 
desires choke the 
word, and it is 
unfruitful. 
Analogy: people 
and a field. 
Some People are 
like good soil; they 
hear the word, 
accept it, and bear 
fruit. 
 
 
Analogy: people 
and good soil. 
Matthew 13:18-23 One type of person 
is like a seed sown 
along a path, stolen 
by a bird; that one 
does not 
understand the 
word and is a 
victim of the evil 
one. 
 
Analogy: a (type 
of) person and a 
seed. 
Another type of 
person is like a 
seed sown on 
rocky ground; that 
one hears the word, 
receives it with 
joy, but falls away 
due to tribulation 
or persecution. 
 
Analogy: a (type 
of) person and a 
seed. 
Another type of 
person is like a 
seed sown in 
thorns; that one 
hears the word but 
cares and delights 
choke it, and it is 
unfruitful. 
 
 
Analogy: a (type 
of) person and a 
seed. 
Another type of 
person is like a 
seed sown in good 
soil; that one hears 
the word, 
understands it, and 
bears fruit. 
 
 
 
Analogy: a (type 
of) person and a 
seed. 
Luke 8:11-15 Some persons are 
like terrain along a 
path where seeds 
are stolen by birds; 
they are robbed of 
the word by the 
devil. 
Analogy: people 
and terrain. 
Some persons are 
like plants on a 
rock that lack 
roots; they fall 
away during 
testing. 
 
Analogy: people 
and plants. 
Some people are 
like a seed sown 
among thorns; they 
hear the word but 
are choked by 
cares, riches, and 
pleasures of life. 
Analogy: people 
and a seed. 
Some people are 
like a seed sown in 
good soil; they 
hear and hold fast 
the word and bear 
fruit. 
 
Analogy: people 
and a seed. 
 
Hultgren suggests the essential meaning of the story “must be found in the huge 
contrast between the indiscriminate, so often useless-in-effect, sowing of the sower on the 
one hand and the abundant yield of the few seeds on the other.”92 However, even if this is 
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agreed upon, multiple meanings are still possible.93 Hultgren notes two in particular: (1) 
the parable is linked to the ministry of Jesus and his disciples, and it provides 
encouragement to the disciples for sowing (proclamation) in spite of obvious rejection of 
the message; or, (2) it anticipates the coming of the Kingdom of God in spite of small 
beginnings.94 Hultgren argues the parable can be understood within the historical ministry 
of Jesus as an encouraging word to his disciples about the future Kingdom of God, and its 
interpretation is strongly eschatological, speaking to the coming kingdom in spite of its 
meager beginnings.95 The disciples should then continue to sow the word because some 
seed will produce significant harvest. Hultregen’s exegesis is strongest under the view 
that the interpretation of the parable is not from Jesus himself, but from the early church. 
Many scholars believe that the allegorizing found in vv. 14-20 does not go back to Jesus 
himself.96 The language and the concepts are reflective of the early church. Thus, 
implying that the parable and the interpretation are not integral.  
However, a strictly eschatological interpretation, as Hultgren suggests, would 
ignore the literary structure as well as the clear repetition of the words, hear and listen. It 
would bypass the difficult task of dealing with an Isaiah reference sandwiched in the 
middle of the parable and interpretation. Similarly, attributing the interpretation of the 
parable solely to the early church also ignores the fact that a theme of listening was 
consistent in Jesus’ teaching. This researcher contends that the parable and the 
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interpretation are not only integral but also can essentially be attributed to Jesus and not 
completely revised by the early church. 97 Nor it was not simply an encouraging word to 
Christ’s disciples to expect disappointment along the way. The intent of the passage was 
a treatise on the priority of right and complete hearing of the message of the Gospel. It 
was a parable about understanding all parables.  
The researcher, then, disagrees with Hultgren that the emphasis is on the sowing 
and its results and not the seed and the soil. The message highlights the participatory 
relationship between the seed and the soil. That one can and does affect the other. The 
condition of the soil, rocks, thorns, and weeds affect the ability for seed to grow. If the 
parable is a treatise on hearing, then these elements that hinder fruitfulness are metaphors 
for those things that hinder appropriate hearing. Hultgren ultimately acknowledges98 that 
readers are challenged to consider whether they are truly listening/hearing the word.99 He 
states:  
The sad fact is that many persons have opportunities for discipleship cut short by 
the assaults of the Satan, from weakness during persecution, or from love of the 
world. On the other hand, where the word is heard and accepted, there is a 
response that is comparable to an abundant yield of fruit. Therein lies a challenge 
to hear the word, accept, and thus bear fruit that befits a true disciple.100 
 
This is, indeed, the message that Jesus deemed key to understanding the rest of his 
teaching: authentic listening begins with awareness, moves to understanding and must 
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ultimately result in obedient action. Such listening is the essence of discipleship, 
relational dialogue that requires the participation of both divine and created. It is the 
“middle voice”—the participation in what is happening to us. It is the revealing of the 
Kingdom at work, a warning to be mindful of the state of one’s heart in preparation for 
truly hearing the word—being a productive disciple. The parable begins and ends with a 
call to pay careful attention. The first word of Jesus’ teaching is “listen.” But it is verse 
23 that provides the key for understanding, “If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.”101   
The Parable of the Sower, particularly as seen in Mark 4, continues the theme of 
listening found throughout the whole of Scripture. The author’s literary arrangement of 
the parable shows that Mark gives special prominence to the idea of hearing God’s word. 
Jesus was addressing a Theology of Listening in Isaiah 6 in verse 12, Jesus’ words to his 
disciples in vs 13, and the familiarity of the Shema to the audience.  
Application  
Several clear lessons may be gleaned from the study of the Mark 4 parable. First, 
we see that the Parable of the Sower calls for a depth of listening that connects the 
recipients’ capacity and willingness to listen with the words, ability, and efficacy to 
produce fruit. It is clear that the word of God is sown broadly and to all, “but its effect is 
not automatic or guaranteed.” Rather, the effect of the word is determined by the hearer’s 
capacity to listen. Jesus is not hiding any teaching from the crowd, rather he is 
acknowledging the state of the heart of many people, the object of the attacks of the 
enemy, happy to hear the message of hope reluctant to suffer for its cause; happy to 
receive the message of forgiveness fickle in her commitment. Using the language of the 
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prophets, Jesus highlights that God’s people often refused to listen because their hearts 
were hardened. Thus a hardened heart equals deaf ears. Jesus drew an intentional parallel 
between his ministry and the book of Isaiah. In essence, the Parable of the Sower is based 
on the ideas of Isaiah 6:9-10. It should be noted that the passage from Isaiah deals with 
“hearing” and refers to the remnant with the image of the “holy seed” (Isa. 6:13c).  
Second, a theology of listening includes an obedient response. “The Word must 
be discerned and incorporated. It seeks response, the engagement of the human will. It 
seeks to call people out of their present stagnation, but too often the responses is 
superficial.”102 Listening, often seen as a passive action of mere receptivity, actually 
requires awareness, understanding, and obedient response. Scripture calls for a depth of 
listening that engages the mind, moves the heart, and inspires action. Authentic biblical 
listening demands an obedient response to qualify as true listening.  It is not enough to be 
aware of God speaking to simply receive it. One must absorb it and understand it in such 
a way that it moves a person to act upon what he or she has heard. A person can receive 
the message without understanding it. Another may receive it, understand it, but not act 
upon it—that person has not truly listened. According to Scripture, authentic listening 
must include all three of these characteristics: awareness, understanding and action.103   
An Essential Practice for Disciples 
Listening lies at the core of discipleship. It should be the single aim of one’s 
journey with Christ—to live in dialogical relationship. As such, several implications of a 
Theology of Listening can be explored. First, the word is sown generously and to all. 
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This implies God is speaking to his people and continues to speak today. This begs the 
question then, are God’s people attuning their ear to God’s voice? Second, the disciple 
must understand that one’s capacity to hear directly affects the fruitfulness of the seed 
(God’s Word). The Word of God was sown into each type of soil, but it was the condition 
of the soil that determined its fruitfulness. This is the diathesis of a theology listening—a 
middle voice that requires one to actively participate in the work God is accomplishing.  
For discipleship, it is significant that Jesus doesn’t just offer two variations of soil 
in his parable but four. God doesn’t just say there is good soil and bad soil, but four 
different types of soils demonstrating the process a disciple must participate in, to engage 
a Theology of Listening. First there is the seed sown along the path, which Jesus explains 
that Satan comes and snatches away the word that was sown. The second place seed was 
sown was the rocky places. Jesus explained that this seed springs-up quickly but due to 
shallow soil the sun withers it and it burns up. The implication is that people hear and 
accept the word with joy but do not possess the roots to endure persecution or hard times. 
Third, is the seed sown among the thorns. This soil symbolizes those who hear the Word 
but the worries of this life, distractions of wealth and divided devotion nullify and abort 
fruitfulness by chocking out the seed sown. This level of hearing is given notice, but it is 
such that the word is sown but never has opportunity to take root. Those that hear but fail 
to grow in understanding of what has been said nullifies the fruitfulness of the seed. The 
same is true for those who acknowledge what they hear, understand what has been said, 
but fail to obey.    
What we find in the final soil, the good soil, is the DNA of authentic Christian 
listening. Verse 20 of Mark 4 indicates, “Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the 
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word, accept it, and produce a crop—some thirty, some sixty, some a hundred times what 
was sown.” True biblical listening comes as we hear God’s word (receive it), understand 
it (accept it) and act upon it (produce a crop).  
A Theology of Listening 
A Theology of Listening challenges disciples to approach life as a responsive 
interaction with God. Seen throughout Scripture, and evident in Jesus teaching, (obvious 
in Mark 4), is one’s willingness and ability to listen. Found at the very heart of 
discipleship, Christ’s teaching calls for a posture of listening that positions one to respond 
to the leading of the Holy Spirit who guides us into all truth, prompts us to discern the 
activity of God and empowers us to live out the Christ life. It is a dialogical relationship 
between the Creator and the created. It requires one to intentionally cultivate an 
awareness of God that breaks through the noise of life in order to acknowledge the 
activity of God. The biblical definition of listening moves beyond passive receptivity and 
into faith filled response. This approach is a valid counterbalance to the predominantly 
activist mode of formation at Southeastern University. The question remains: which 
historical model of spirituality is best suited to foster this posture of listening among 
Southeastern students?  
The Rule of St. Benedict and the emphasis of Benedictine spirituality is a viable 
candidate. The first sentence of Saint Benedict’s rule is not only the call to listen but also 
an explanation of the “full significance of listening: complete attention of the whole 
person; good will; implementation.”104 Benedict writes, “Listen, O my son, to teachings 
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of your master, and turn to them with the ear of your heart. Willingly accept the advice of 
a devoted father and put it into action” (RB, Prol. 1). Immediately, one can see 
Benedict’s call as a reflection of the Parable of the Sower, but his commitment to 
listening goes far behind introductory words, it permeates the entire rule. Benedict 
beckons to be examined.  
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CHAPTER 3  
AN INTRODUCTION TO BENEDICT AND HIS RULE 
 
Introduction 
Saint Benedict’s call to listen is an invitation to explore the origins and 
development of an order that has lasted more than 1,500 years. The aim of this chapter is 
to extrapolate and offer Benedictine spirituality as an appropriate model of Mark 4, 
wherein one finds foundational instruction for the Theology of Listening in the Parable of 
the Sower, and a wise synthesis for Southeastern University.  
Thus this chapter provides an introduction to the Rule of St. Benedict and its 
author. First, the historical development and expansion of Order of St. Benedict will be 
examined. Next, a biographical sketch of Benedict will be given as well as an overview 
of the rule, including its structure and key elements. Lastly, an overview of Benedictine 
essentials for formation will be revealed. 
Historical Development of the Order of St. Benedict 
Christian asceticism can be traced back to the Early Christian Church (30-150AD) 
as followers devoted themselves to the teaching and practices of Jesus such as prayer, 
fasting, and care for the poor.105 The practices found in the book of Acts were the 
foundation upon which the monastic movement was established.106 However, the 
following Church Fathers’ work would most likely have been an influence upon 
Benedict: Anthony of Egypt, Pachomius, Basil of Caesarea and John Cassian.   
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Influences to the Rule of St. Benedict 
Anthony of Egypt 
Anthony of Egypt (251-356) is considered to be the first characteristic 
anchorite107 monk of Christianity.108 It was St. Anthony’s example, as made famous by 
the aretology, The Life of Our Father Anthony by Athanasius, that created the class of 
monks within Christianity.109 According to that legend, Anthony was born the son of 
wealthy Egyptian Christian parents who left him and his sister a considerable 
inheritance—which he promptly left to the people of his village in favor of an ascetic life 
in the desert.110 This choice was in a direct response to the command of Jesus to the rich 
young ruler in Matthew 19:21, “if you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and 
give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come and follow 
me.”111 In the desert the monk faced temptations, conducted battles against demons and 
the devil, and performed numerous miracles.112 While he lived in seclusion, Anthony of 
Egypt maintained infrequent connection with other men of faith and his teachings began 
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to attract other Christians into the monastic life.113 Professor Knowles argues the life of 
Anthony, as recorded by Athanasius, “contributed, more than any other agency to the 
expansion of monastic life.”114 
Pachomius 
 The weakness of Anthony’s version of asceticism was that he was only concerned 
with his own salvation and holiness—others were considered obstacles to his chief 
end.115 While Anthony’s personal asceticism was admirable, in Aland’s words Anthony’s 
asceticism “loses sight of the true goal of Christianity.”116 Indeed, it was “Christian 
neighborly love,” and not personal discipline, that would draw a young soldier named 
Pachomius (286-346) “to consecrate himself to the God of the Christians.”117 After his 
conversion, Pachomius received a brief tutelage under an “experienced ascetic” named 
Palemon, followed by a few years as a hermit in the northern Egyptian desert.118 In the 
desert, Pachomius received a revelation to create groups of monastic men and women 
based on a “written rule of life of common prayer and work.”119  
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 The idea of a rule of life120 was radically innovative for Christianity—so much so 
the legend surrounding how Pachomius received the idea grew from merely hearing a 
voice in the sky to actually receiving the rule on bronze tablets from the hands of an 
angel.121 With virtually no sources other than the suggestions and practices of hermits, 
Pachomius crafted a rule that organized the monasteries into a hierarchy, limited the diet, 
mandated work, and even developed a prototype of the daily office.122 While easier than 
the life of the hermit, the Pachomian rule was still considered excessive in its ascetic 
zeal.123 The Pachomian rule dominated most of Monastic Christianity during the golden 
age (330-440) of the Egyptian hermit, and would continue to serve as the template for all 
rules to follow.124 
Basil of Caesarea and John Cassian 
It must be noted that from Egypt, monasticism went east before it would rise in 
the west under the Rule of St. Benedict, and eastern monasticism considered Basil of 
Caesarea its patriarch.125 Known as “Basil the Great (c.330–379),” the Cappadocian 
father himself was unlike the earlier monastics in that while he spent a brief time as a 
hermit, he rejected the extreme asceticism in favor of work and service to his fellow 
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man.126 His rule was decidedly more practical than Pachomius, earning his work 
immense favorability in the Byzantium Empire.127 This popularity allowed him to 
participate in many of the debates of his day and he is particularly known for his work in 
developing the doctrine of the Trinity.128 Basil’s rule, with its emphasis on daily work 
and common sense, became just as influential as his apologetics—and it served as the 
template of St. Benedict’s rule.129  
John Cassian, similar to Basil, made a venture into Egypt following the call of the 
hermits of the desert. He too, found the extreme asceticism impractical—though he 
always revered the ideal that it represented.130 John compiled the Institutes—a guide for 
those beginning the monastic journey—and the Conferences—conversations with the 
desert hermits about the ideal monk—through a critical systemization of the diversity of 
Egyptian hermetical spirituality.131 While neither of these two works constituted a rule in 
the sense of Basil’s rule, both works were considered foundational for Benedict, and he 
writes in the 73rd chapter of his Rule:  
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So, too, the collations [Conferences] of the Fathers, and their institutes and lives 
[Institutes], and the rule of our holy father, Basil—what are they but the 
monuments of the virtues of exemplary and obedient monks?132  
Benedict mandated the writings of Cassian to be daily readings for his monasteries and 
Christianity owes the Benedictines a debt of gratitude for safeguarding John Cassian’s 
works for the present day.133  
The Rule of the Master 
 The Rule of the Master, or Regula Magistiri, is another monastic text that shares 
large sections with the Rule of St. Benedict.134 It is believed by scholars that the Regula 
was written in southern Italy where Benedict would have been able to reference it during 
the development of his rule—causing many to argue that most of Benedict’s ideas and 
wording came from the Regula.135 However, Marilyn Dunn, author of The Emergence of 
Monasticism: From the Desert Fathers to the Early Middle Ages, argues the Rule of 
Benedict to be the earlier of the two—making the Regula to be the copy.136 She details, 
The Rule of the Master contains a liturgy where the content of the night office is 
modulated to take into account a very noticeable variation between the length of 
winter and summer nights…This alone provides a substantial clue to the very 
different geographical backgrounds of the two rules…the Rule of the Master is a 
product of a more northerly region and a later stage of monastic development.137 
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Dunn argues that the Regula must have come from Irish monks who settled into the 
continent sometime in the seventh century, who combined Benedict’s rule with 
Columbanus’ rule to create the Regula.138 
A Brief Survey of Benedictine History 
 Now that the work has examined several potential influences upon the Rule of St. 
Benedict, the task is to historically examine Benedict and the development of Benedictine 
Monasticism. This survey will first detail a biographical sketch of the Saint and how he 
came to develop a rule of life. Then the survey will examine how the rule influenced 
church history, first through St. Gregory the Great; then its missionary spread into Europe 
and early reform attempts to the rule; it’s decline during the rise of new orders and finally 
the modern revival movement.  
Benedict of Nursia: A biographical sketch 
Benedict was born in the year 480 to noble parents in the small Italian town of 
Nursia during the collapse of the Roman Empire. Similarly within the church, the culture 
was marked by moral decay and strife. Monasticism was already present, but there was 
no common established rule for the monastics—many of whom were looked upon with 
disdain because of their lack of education and ecumenical control.139 St. Augustine 
himself disdained the entire ascetic movement for it was too closely related to the 
Pelagian controversy that he had worked so hard to defend Christianity against.140 Indeed, 
without some form of centrality, the monastic life attracted “the undisciplined and the 
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sluggard,” and by the time Benedict journeyed into the desert, the entire movement was 
in decay.141 In Coulton’s words, “The time was evidently ripe; and in St. Benedict there 
appeared the man.”142 
After moving to Rome, where Benedict received his formal education and 
religious conversion, he grew weary of the scandalous living he witnessed, and in a 
single-minded quest for God, left Rome and lived in seclusion for three years. He settled 
temporarily in the village of Enfide, and prayed to God to help him determine the next 
step of his life. 143 It would be from the help of a monk named Romanus that Benedict 
finally settled into an Antonian anchoritic life in the caves of Subaico.144 There, the 
young Benedict faced many personal temptations. Gregory details that Benedict went so 
far as to throw himself into a patch of thorns when a demon tempted him with a vision of 
a naked girl from his youth.145  
From deeds like this, Benedict’s reputation grew as a holy man, and others began 
to seek him out for instruction and guidance. At a convent nearby, an abbot passed away 
and the monks asked Benedict to serve as the replacement. Benedict then attempted to 
enforce strict rules on the monks, who did not take well to the rules.146 The monks 
attempted to poison Benedict, who miraculously survived and then decided to leave the 
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convent. Benedict then established his own monastic houses in the hills of Subaico—
twelve in all, separate from each other yet under the supervision of Benedict. 
However, persecution from another monk, by the name of Florentius, led 
Benedict to leave Subaico altogether. The saint went into the hills of Monte Cassino on 
the outskirts of the city of Rome. There, he tore down an ancient temple to the god, 
Apollo, and built a large monastic house for all of Benedict’s disciples. He conducted 
miracles for the surrounding villages—Gregory records Benedict conducting numerous 
healings and battles with demonic forces.147 His most famous and enduring work at 
Monte Cassino, however, was the rule that he wrote for all who wanted to join the abbey. 
While we may not have much information relating to the life of this saint, Benedict’s rule 
endured and influenced medieval monasticism long after Benedict passed on from this 
earth.148 
St. Gregory The Great 
Monte Cassino, the monastery of St. Benedict and the birthplace of his rule, lasted 
only briefly after the death of its founder, succumbing to destruction at the hands of the 
Lombard invasion of Italy.149 His rule, however, outlived the annihilation of the abbey 
through the monks who, according to legend,150 fled to Rome—taking with them St. 
Benedict’s Rule which became influential in the life of a young Roman autocrat named 
Gregory.  
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After serving as the prefect of Rome, Gregory decided to abandon the public life, 
sell his family’s inheritance, and take up the monastic cowl. Gregory did not have the 
privilege of monastic privacy for long—the papal throne forcibly pulled him out of his 
contemplations because of his administrative experience. His time as Pope was spent 
defending not only the Christian faith but also what remained of Roman Italy as seen in 
his bribery of the Lombards, which postponed the invasion of Rome.151 
Supposedly, during his time as Pope, Gregory published the Discourses—a work 
within which he detailed the life of St. Benedict as four close disciples of the saint had 
related it to him.152 After the he finished detailing the life of the saint, Gregory explained 
how Benedict, 
Wrote a Rule for Monks both excellent for discretion and eloquent in style. Of 
whose life and conversation if any wish to know further, he may in the institution 
of that Rule understand all his manner of life and discipline, for the holy man could 
not possibly teach otherwise than he lived.153 
 
It was this recommendation from the Pope that launched the Rule of St. Benedict out of 
Italy and integrated itself into the Christian world at large.154 
 
Missionary Spread  
Gregory, according to legend, sent the rule with St. Augustine of Canterbury in 
596 to England on a missionary adventure to convert the Saxons.155 There Benedictines 
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encountered an already present and robust “Celtic” Monasticism working heavily on 
converting the Saxon people. Between the Benedictines of the south and the Irish of the 
north, most of the Saxon kingdoms had converted to Christianity by the middle of the 
seventh century.156 However, it was the Rule of St. Benedict that won out in the end, 
overcoming the varied forms of Celtic spirituality with pure Roman practicality.157 
Coulton highlights the genius of the rule by stating: 
He enforces a discipline worthy of his high aim, but balanced, moderate, and 
therefore eminently practical. This Rule is one of the last and most characteristic 
achievements of that Roman people who ruled so successfully not only because 
they insisted so grimly on things necessary but also because they knew how to be 
tolerant of unessential differences, leaving so much self-government to their subject 
peoples.158 
 
As already demonstrated, the Celts had a missionary drive, and now armed with a 
practicable, replicable and standardized rule, English missionaries poured from the island 
into the European continent. The missionaries followed the “Apostle of Germany” St. 
Boniface (680-754), who led his fellow English monks on a crusade to convert the 
kingdoms of Germany.159 It was these Benedictine missionaries who set the stage for the 
rise of the “Christian Empire” and its legendary ruler, Charlemagne.160 
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Early Reform 
In a time when the Germanic tribes had ripped apart the Roman Empire, the only 
source of structure to be found for people was in monasticism.161 The clergy had been 
corrupted and reduced from the highly developed structure it had enjoyed in Rome, and it 
was the monks who became the purveyors of culture.162 Monasteries became “the 
greatest landowners” of medieval Europe, and the men who had flown to the desert to 
escape the influence of society became the only society left.163 Unfortunately, this advent 
of vogue monasticism led to an increase in the corruption of monasteries; Coulton paints 
the picture of the problem when he writes: 
Abbot Butler was naïvely disgusted when, having sent a judge “two silver cups of 
no despicable weight,” he found that this official “was already corrupted by his 
adversary’s bribe.” [Abbot] Gilbert, who triumphed in an important suit, tells us 
frankly, “God knows it was not through the elegance of my oratory, but the hope of 
money...for I and my fellow-abbot had brought twenty pounds each [for the 
cardinals].”164  
 
Eliminating this corruption became one of the chief ambitions of the Holy Roman 
Emperor, Charlemagne.  
According to legend, Charlemagne acquired a copy of the rule straight from 
Monte Cassino, and began the process of mandating its use as the standard for 
monasteries across his kingdom.165 His hope was that if the monasteries where organized 
around the rule, then he could use the monks to help him “civilize” his generally illiterate 
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population.166 He would never see that dream realized however, and it was his son, Louis 
the Pious, who actually succeeded in standardizing the rule across the empire. However, 
Louis had a different goal than his father; he attempted to make the monasteries return to 
an ascetic ideal rather than “civilize” the population.  
St. Benedict of Aniane, a soldier turned monk, was commissioned by Louis to use 
his military discipline to whip the monasteries back into a pious observance of the rule. 
Benedict called for a meeting of all of the abbots in the kingdom, wherein they modified 
the rule to eliminate all forms of work in fields and teaching, and thus increased time 
spent in reading and prayer—in direct opposition to the goals Charlemagne had for the 
“reformed” monasteries.167 These conflicting goals coupled with the collapse of the Holy 
Roman Empire led to a sharp decline in monasticism and by the beginning of the tenth 
century, Coulton details that “the observance of the rule had almost altogether ceased.”168 
However, as Knowles observes, while the Carolingian169 reformation ultimately failed at 
achieving standardization, it had succeeded in transforming The Rule of St. Benedict into 
the ascetic standard.170  
The New Orders 
 For the next two centuries, monastic life in Western Europe would follow the 
Carolingian cycle of renewal, expansion, and then decline. The Cluniac order was the 
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first of the new orders—following the lead of Charlemagne and Louis to reunite the 
monasteries under The Rule of St. Benedict, which had been adjusted to take current 
customs into account.171 Cluniac monasteries, as did the Carolingian before them, 
expanded and became decadent.172 Out of this indulgence, the Cistercian order arose in 
the marshland south of Dijon—they too attempted a renewal of strict adherence to 
Benedict’s rule. The new “white monks173” also attempted to modify the rule by 
recruiting “lay brothers” to do the manual work of shepherding and thus established a 
new constitution of customs, in conjunction with the rule, and began to grow 
exponentially.174  
 The Cistercians became extremely wealthy off of the labor of their lay brothers, 
and in time found themselves, as all monastic movements had before them, one of the 
largest landowners in Europe.175 They were the last of the true adherents to the Rule, and 
their decline at the end of the twelfth century marked the end of the Benedictine age of 
Christianity. Monasticism, as a vocation, was threatened both by a sharp decline in the 
population as a result of plague, and by the creation of a new kind of religious vocation. 
Under both Francis of Assisi and Dominic the Spaniard, the new orders would be made 
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up of wandering friars, who took a vow of poverty instead of any complex rule and 
preached the Gospel to the heathens instead of running into the desert.176 
The Modern Movement 
 From the 12th century on, Benedictine monasticism was in a constant state of 
crisis. The creation of universities reduced the number of novices. The Reformation 
reduced the influence of the monastic tradition. The Enlightenment reduced the 
popularity of the ascetic ideal. The rise of the laboring class reduced the lay brothers. The 
conquest of Napoleon reduced the great monastic houses to ash.177 For six centuries both 
white and black monks scrambled to hold on to whatever semblance of their former glory 
they could maintain—all the while the world was literally passing by.  
It would be the romanticism of the 19th century that revived the Benedictine 
monastic houses, first from the foundation, the house of Solesmes in France, then through 
the renewal of the Cassinese congregation in Italy, and finally through Dom Maurus 
Wolter in Germany re-founding the Abbey of Beuron.178 The 19th century also saw the 
founding of the first two monasteries in America: St. Vincent’s in Pennsylvania and then 
St. Meinrad in Indiana.179 This “revival” of Benedictinism found its culmination in the 
creation of a “Benedictine Confederation,” a union of the network of Benedictine 
monasteries.180 This confederation, founded in 1964 under Pope Paul VI, was not an 
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order like the Franciscans or the Jesuits, but it gave the Benedictines a degree of 
centrality and organization that the adherents to the Rule of St. Benedict had never before 
enjoyed.181 
Overview of the Rule 
His Rule thus consists of a carefully considered combination of old and 
new ideas; rivalry in austerity was eliminated, and there was to be henceforth a 
sinking of the individual in the community. In adapting a 
system essentially Eastern, to Western conditions, St. Benedict gave it coherence, 
stability, and organization, and the verdict of history is unanimous in 
applauding the results of such adaptation.182 
 
The rule is relatively short and comprised of a powerful prologue and seventy-
three brief chapters. Dr. Carney Strange, professor of higher education and student affairs 
at Bowling Green University in Ohio, in conjunction with Friar Harry Hagen, junior 
master at St. Meinrad Archabby, detail what they have called “the essence of the 
Benedictine Tradition.”183 This ‘essence’ is comprised of six values that guide the 
Benedictine life according to the rule itself.184  
The first value is the Regula et Traditio. In Benedictine spirituality, the 
community forms itself around a written document that it then adapts to its present 
situation. This allows the community to have roots to inform and nurture itself on. The 
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second is Stabilitas, which is developed through the Benedictine commitment to one 
particular community. C. Carney Strange details in his lectures that this commitment was 
not “just a commitment to a way of life, but to a way of life in a particular monastery: to 
the physical place, to the people, to its community tradition and culture.”185 The third 
value is Conversatio, whereby the individual is changed and developed by the 
community they have chosen to participate in. Strange details, “St. Benedict points to 
humility as the foundation of change, because humility is the ability to acknowledge and 
face the truth about oneself and the truth about others.” 
Fourth, is what Strange and Hagan call Obedientia.186 They detail that The Rule 
of St. Benedict calls for listening to activity of God and then acting in obedience to what 
has been heard. Strange details, “If one truly listens, then one will know how to respond. 
To obey is to respond to what one hears.” The fifth value is Ora de Labora, and Strange 
calls it “the Benedictine Motto” of prayer and work. This value represents a unity of the 
sacred and the secular, for Benedict believed that both could be found whether one was 
praying in the chapel, or working in the fields. The Sixth and final value is called 
Hospitalitas. According to Hagan, Benedict believed that in hospitality one is not only 
serving guests but by extension, serving Christ. Hospitality then creates the opportunity 
for one to “[listen] carefully and being willing to turn oneself over to others in trust.”187 
Evident from these six values is the true essence is Benedictine spirituality—a 
Theology of Listening. As detailed in the previous discussion of Mark 4, listening is at 
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the heart of each of Strange and Hagan’s six defined values. Benedict, in his prologue, 
lays out the foundation of his rule when he calls all those who wish to be a part of his 
community to “listen with the ear of the heart.” It is here that Benedict reveals his 
philosophy of formation, his priority of community, and his plan to learn and serve in a 
spirit of love. It should be noted that without the prologue much of the rule’s potency 
would be lost. Benedict begins with the following:  
Listen carefully, my son [daughter] to the master’s instructions, and attend to 
them with the ear of your heart. This is advice from a father who loves you; 
welcome it, and faithfully put it into practice (RB P:1). Let us open up our eyes to 
the light that comes from God, and our ears to the voice from heaven that every 
day calls out this charge: If you hear his voice today, do not harden your hearts 
(Ps. 94 [95]:8). And again: You that have ears to hear, listen to what the Spirit 
says to the churches (Rev. 2:7). And what does he say? Come and listen to me, 
sons; I will teach you the fear of the Lord (Ps. 33[34]:13).188  
 
Within the prologue itself, Benedict extends a call to anyone who will hear. This 
call is an intimate invitation phrased from a loving father to a child to enter into 
relationship. In doing so, Benedict reveals his theology of formation by establishing 
listening as the precursor for understanding, which then demands obedience, and 
obedience as the first step towards humility, which, for Benedict, is the pathway to 
perfection. In addition, Benedict reveals his priority for a community that relies upon the 
Lord for the grace to form and sustain them. He states, “…the Lord waits for us daily to 
translate into action, as we should, his holy teachings (RB, Prol., 35). “What is not 
possible to us by nature, let us ask the Lord to supply by the help of his grace.”189  
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The remaining 73 chapters of the rule include practical guidelines for the structure 
of leadership, community, worship and service. Notable chapters include chapter one, 
which defines four types of monks from most desirable to most disgraceful. The four 
types are: cenobites; monks committed to a monastery, a rule, and an abbot; anchorites 
(hermits); and sarabites, monks without a rule to guide them. Benedict describes 
sarabites as living by whatever “strikes their fancy.”190 And lastly, he mentions the 
gyrovauges—drifters who spend their lives wandering. Here Benedict lays out his intent 
to “draw up a plan for the strong kind, the cenobites.”191 Thus, Benedict prioritized the 
commitment to a community—the guidance of a rule and a humble submission to 
authority.  
Other notable chapters of St. Benedict’s rule include chapters three and four, 
which lay out a form of community government and outlines the gospel requirements for 
successful living. Chapter five identifies obedience as the first step to humility and 
chapter seven provides a ladder-type process for perfection: twelve steps to humility. The 
rest of the small rule addresses the day-to-day life of worship, service, and relationships. 
Benedict’s rule, written for laymen rather than clerics, is both simple and practical. 
Benedict himself refers to it as “this little rule we have written for beginners” (RB, 73:8). 
Its simplicity and practicality are what have contributed to its longevity.  
An Overview of Benedictine Spirituality 
Benedictine spirituality is Christocentric in its focus, communal in its approach 
and auscultative in its posture. Throughout the rule, Benedict calls followers to ground 
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their lives in the words and work of Christ.192 There can be no mistaking Benedict’s 
passion and reliance on Scripture as it is replete throughout the relatively short document. 
His rule refers to Scripture as the voice of Christ (RB Prol, 19), a divine medicine (RB 
28.3), and a weapon against the devil (RB Prol. 28). He showed particular attention to the 
Psalms and the Gospel of Matthew. However, for Benedict, Scripture was not an object 
of study but the ever-present voice of Christ calling to be heard. In Benedict’s time, the 
Bible was heard more often then read, due to limited number of manuscripts. Monks 
would read it both in private and in community.  
It was mostly through public reading (through ear) that God’s message gained 
entrance to the soul, with the character of a living and direct call. When, in 
addition, followers of Benedict read privately, they more than run their eyes over 
the page; they literally read it to themselves in muted voice yet loud enough to 
hear themselves read the word of God much as one reads a poem for full effect. 
Among the instruments of good works Benedict places “to listen willingly to the 
holy reading (RB 4.56).193 
 
Benedict’s rule outlined three basic ways in which his followers would come in 
contact with Scripture. First, through listening to Scripture readings at the night office 
during Compline. Second, “The time that remains after the night office should be spent in 
study by those brethren who need a better knowledge of the Psalter or the lessons” (RB 
8.2). And third, in the several hours set aside daily for Lectio Divina. In addition, 
communal reading was prescribed at mealtime and given absolute precedence by the 
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required silence.194 There can be no argument that Benedictine spirituality calls for a 
daily commitment to Scripture that one can recognize the voice of Christ. For Benedict, 
Christ’s presence could be seen and experienced in all of life.  
Second, the Rule of St. Benedict has a communal approach to formation. In 
Benedict’s description of four types of monks he indicates that he is writing to Cenobites, 
those that choose to live in community, following a common rule to guide life together. 
For Benedict, community was not a hindrance to growing in Christ, rather an opportunity 
to experience Christ in others. His communal approach extended to strangers, instructing 
Monks specifically to treat all people as Christ himself. Benedictines are known for their 
hospitality.  
The third component to acknowledge in establishing an overview of Benedictine 
spirituality is his auscultative approach to spirituality. Benedictine spirituality is 
grounded upon a Theology of Listening that reflects the Parable of the Sower in its three-
fold implication for listening: awareness, understanding, and obedience. For Benedict, the 
call to listen with the ear of the heart is the call for awareness, a challenge for a hearing 
that is more than a passive receptivity. It calls for the whole person to pay attention to 
what it is that God says.195 Thus, the key to understanding the rule hinges upon 
embracing the concept of listening as a disciple. According to Benedict, to belong to God 
meant to listen to God. If one fails to listen, or one tunes into voices other than God’s, he 
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or she establishes an identity elsewhere and can not claim discipleship.196 Ester De Waal 
characterizes St. Benedict’s understanding of listening as a listening of the whole person, 
of body as well as intellect. It also involves mindfulness, an awareness that turns listening 
from a cerebral activity into a living response.197 Thomas Merton may have summed up 
the Rule of St. Benedict the best when he wrote, “My life is a listening; His is a speaking. 
My salvation is to hear and respond.”198 It is obvious that Benedictine spirituality models 
all three elements of biblical listening established earlier in this work: awareness, 
appropriation, and obedience. Benedict’s call to listen summons to live a life of openness 
and awareness to the work of the Holy Spirit. More than a discipline to practice, listening 
is a presence to embody. Listening for the believer is a matter of life and formation. Thus, 
if we fail to listen, we fail to grow.199  
 
Awareness 
 
The rule is a call to wake up and pay attention, to give ear to the voice of Christ 
found most profoundly in Scripture. The rule calls, “Let us get up then, at long last, for 
the Scriptures rouse us when they say: It is high time for us to arise from sleep” (Rom. 
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13:11)200. The call to a listening awareness is a reflection of the rule’s profoundly biblical 
emphasis. Chittister details,  
The centrality of the Word is made apparent from the moment that Benedict opens 
the prologue with “Listen.” The way of Benedict’s Rule is therefore one that can 
become common ground across denominations, and one to which people of 
differing persuasions can easily and naturally relate.201  
 
For Benedict, giving ear to Christ is inextricably linked to the ongoing discipline of 
engaging Scripture, and in turn, a renewed awareness of God’s great love. Benedict’s 
passion for Scripture is evident as he refers to it as the “truest of guides for human life” 
(RB 73.3). Benedict refers to it as a guide: “See how the Lord in his love shows us the 
way of life…let us set out on this way, with the Gospel for our guide” (RB Prol., 20-21). 
The rule has been described as a “masterly summary of the Gospel’s teaching.”202  
Understanding 
 “…the Lord waits for us daily to translate into action, as we should, his holy 
teaching” (RB Prol. 35). The process of “translating into action” can be understood as the 
mode of listening between awareness and obedience—understanding. It is act of 
understanding the teachings of Christ in the life of the disciple. It is the contextualization 
of what has been heard into the obedient response Christ requires. This is the middle 
diathesis of a listening theology. Benedict calls his followers to actively participate in the 
Word that God has given to them. This requires the believer to appropriate what has been 
given to them into their lives—and to participate in the divine dance of right 
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understanding. It is built upon the hermeneutical assumption that all of Scripture points 
us to Christ. It is where Christ’s instructions find the reader in his or her journey that 
determines the response. Understanding, then, is the process of the hearer to perceive and 
understand what has been heard, contextualizing the command into one’s everyday life 
and then determining to participate in the divine unction. This is the process of translation 
for Benedict—the aspect of Theology of Listening, this, researchers call understanding. 
Obedience 
Benedict teaches that those seeking to respond to the call of God must first listen to 
the voice of Christ, seize that call to their lives and then respond with obedience. In fact, 
to hear, to appropriate, and to obey, for Benedict, are of one accord. His prologue begins 
with this very call: 
Listen carefully, my son to the master’s instructions, and attend to them with the 
ear of your heart. This is advice from a father who loves you; welcome it, and 
faithfully put it into practice. The labor of obedience will bring you back to him 
from whom you had drifted through the sloth of disobedience. This message of 
mine is for you, then, if you are ready to give up your own will, once and for all, 
and armed with the strong and noble weapons of obedience to do battle for the true 
King, Christ the Lord (RB Prol., 1-3, emphasis mine).  
 
Shortly thereafter, Benedict’s poignant emphasis continues: 
Let us open up our eyes to the light that comes from God, and our ears to the 
voice from heaven that every day calls out this charge: If you hear his voice 
today, do not harden your hearts (Ps. 94 [95]:8). And again: You that have ears to 
hear, listen to what the Spirit says to the churches (Rev. 2:7). And what does he 
say? Come and listen to me, sons; I will teach you the fear of the Lord (Ps. 
33[34]:13).203   
 
It is about ordering one’s life to hear at such a level that one responds with 
obedient action. Timothy Fry, O.S.B and Benedictine scholar, notes that once someone 
                                                 
203 Fry, RB 1980, 15-16. 
70 
 
has heard, the only appropriate response is to put aside everything else and follow the 
teaching of Christ in obedience.204 As with the shema, the idea of listening and obedience 
are inextricably linked in the RB. Norvene Vest, Benedictine scholar and devotional 
writer, points to this connection. Vest notes, “It is interesting that this Latin word ob-
sculta has the same root, and indeed almost the same meaning, as the Latin word ob-
oedire, from which the English word obedience comes. There is a very important 
connection between truly listening and deep obedience; both suggest a turning in order to 
receive more fully that which is being given.”205 The focus of Benedictine spirituality is 
to live in the awareness of and appropriate response to the presence of Christ. This aligns 
with the emphasis of listening throughout Scripture and most definitely with the teaching 
of Jesus found in Mark 4.  
The rule offers a spirituality that is committed more to principles than practices. It 
provides a guide to the Gospels that is open to everyone and not just the spiritual elite. It 
accentuates individual spiritual growth in the context of authentic community. The rule 
provides more than a mere collection of disciplines that we seek to practice; it provides 
the attitude that motivates the disciple.  
Benedictine Spirituality and Southeastern 
Having established a theological foundation of listening as formation, and having 
identified the Rule of St. Benedict as the historical model of formation that can best be 
synthesized with Southeastern’s current model, the steps of synthesis should be outlined. 
For that, Joan Chittister provides a useful framework. She notes, “Benedictine spirituality 
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is about listening to four realities: the Gospels, the Rule, one another, and the world.”206 
These four realities provide the framework for enhancing the discipleship process at 
Southeastern. 
What is needed then is a rule for Southeastern University. The word Regula 
means ‘guidepost’ or ‘railing’—something to hang onto in the dark:  
Where “rule” is interpreted to mean controls or laws or demands, the Rule of 
Benedict does not qualify for that category. On the contrary. The Rule of Benedict 
is simply a plan of life, a set of principles that is clearly meant to be nearer to the 
original meaning of the Latin word regula, or guide, than to the concept lex, or 
law. Law is what we have come to expect from religion; direction is what we 
need.207   
Stephen Macchia, director of the Pierce Center for Disciple-Building at Gordon-
Conwell Theological Seminary, describes a rule as being, “like a trellis which offers 
support and guidance for a plant, helping it grow in a certain direction. Ester de Waal 
refers to the rule as something that give me support as I move forward in my search for 
God.208 Benedict’s rule has been referred209 to as a “masterly summary of the Gospel’s 
teaching” as well as a handbook for making the very radical demands of the Gospel a 
practical, and therefore, inescapable reality in the life of a believer.” The benefit of a rule 
is that provides a simple means of accessing the Gospel on a daily basis. A rule is both a 
holistic description of a Spirit-empowered life and a prescriptive pathway that serves to 
keep a disciple growing in the right direction.  
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A rule of life is descriptive in that it articulates our intentions and identifies the 
ways in which we want to live. And when we fall short of these intentions, the rule 
becomes prescriptive, showing us how we can return to the path that we have set for 
ourselves and recapture our original vision.210 
A rule of life is a way of being intentional about how one is formed into the image 
of Christ. The earliest example of a Christian rule of life is found in the book of Acts. 
“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of 
bread and to prayer.”211 Adele Calhoun said the following about the rule of the early 
church, “The rule offered disciplines that made space to attend to the supernatural 
presence of the Trinity at work in and among them.”212  
Similarly, Benedict’s call to live intentionally is the first step in enhancing the 
formation process at Southeastern. By articulating a rule of life for Southeastern students, 
they would have a framework or trellis by which to grow in their faith that would serve 
them long after graduation. By highlighting and adding specific practices and habits to 
the current formation process at Southeastern, students can move beyond mere chapel 
attendance as a means of spiritual growth. It is the intention that this completed work 
would, in the future, inform and guide the creation of a rule of life for Southeastern 
University.  
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The following chapters will highlight a means by which this framework can be 
applied. They will introduce and examine the traditional practice of Lectio Divina as a 
means of listening to the voice of Christ in Scripture. It will explore spiritual direction as 
a means of listening for the voice of the community and, lastly, the Benedictine concept 
of everyday spirituality will be explored to emphasize listening to the world around us.  
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CHAPTER 4 
LECTIO DIVINA  
Let us get up then, at long last, for the Scriptures rouse us when they say:  
It is high time for us to arise from sleep.213 
 
 
Introduction 
The call to listen, made clear in Jesus’s teaching, is echoed in Benedict’s rule and 
evidenced in his practices. The claim of this work is that a Theology of Listening should 
lie at the root of Christian formation and is a much-needed counterbalance for the limited 
and primarily activist approach taken by Southeastern University. This chapter offers the 
Benedictine practice of Lectio Divina as a practical discipline for cultivating a daily habit 
of listening for God in Scripture.  
First, the problem will be defined as example of a bifurcated approach to 
Scripture as reading for information rather than relationship. This will examine the 
predispositions in higher education towards an analytical, information-gathering 
approach to the text. This approach will present the polarity that exists between the 
informational versus formational approach to Scripture. Once the problem is defined, the 
practice of Lectio Divina will be examined. This chapter will define Lectio Divina, 
present its historical development, including its place within Benedictine spirituality, and 
the method of its use. Lastly, Lectio Divina will be contextualized for Southeastern 
University. 
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Reading for Information – A Contemporary Problem 
Few people consistently read Scripture. Could it be that in chapel and church 
people look to the pastor for provision of their “weekly bread?” Today’s church is in 
danger of trading in the Lord’s Prayer of “give us this day our daily bread” for “give us 
this Sunday our weekly bread.” Research data shows the amount of time people spend 
reading Scripture is on the decline—due in part to a reduced view of the sacredness of 
Scripture among Millennials and the frenetic pace of life. Simon Chan notes that the 
frenetic world in which we live “leaves us with hardly any time for inspirational or 
recreational reading.”214 In addition, a 2014 survey, powered by the Barna group, 
revealed the number one reason people gave for a decrease in their Bible reading was 
busyness: 40 percent of Americans reported being too busy with life’s responsibilities 
(job, family, etc.) to read their Bible.215 In addition, the survey also noted an increase in 
skepticism towards the Bible among Millennials (ages: 18-34).216 
Predispositions in Higher Education 
However, it is not only the lack of reading Scripture that is of concern. It is the 
way in which readers approach Scripture that is alarming. The same study revealed:  
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Although the majority of people still come to the Scriptures to connect with God, 
their number is shrinking, from 64 percent [of Americans] in 2011 to 56 percent 
in 2014. Today, people are increasingly likely to come to the Bible for more 
pragmatic needs: nearly one-third (up from 26 percent in 2011) say they read the 
Bible for comfort or to help them address life’s questions.217 
 
Readers who take this approach to Scripture treat God’s Word as a fact book containing 
remedies rather than the living voice of Christ seeking dialogue and relationship. This 
approach can be connected to our educational system that has trained us to read for 
information and skill acquisition. Simon Chan, author of Spiritual Theology: A 
Systematic Study of the Christian Life suggests, 
Reading the Scripture has become a private, information-gathering exercise 
assisted by charts, study Bibles and guidebooks. In some churches this is even 
encouraged. The Bible is regarded as a resource book that provides, no doubt, 
more enduring answers to meet our human needs than many other books on 
medicine, psychology and computers, but a resource book all the same, whose 
wealth of materials anyone with the requisite tools can mine privately. It is this 
basic misuse of the Bible that has prompted Hauerwas’ (somewhat outrageous) 
call to “take the Bible out of the hands of individual Christians in North 
America.218 
 
One can only assume that the university is not immune to these cultural shifts in how we 
engage Scripture. In fact, it is the claim of this work that the effect of reading for 
information rather than relationship is heightened in an academic environment. Chan 
notes four basic obstacles to spiritual reading that support this claim.  
The first obstacle most highlighted in the higher education system is a 
predisposition to read for “information and skills acquisition” rather than relationship.219 
                                                 
217 Kinnaman, accessed October 14, 2015, https://www.barna.org/barna-update/culture/664-the-
state-of-the-bible-6-trends-for-2014#.VmbiVeODGko. 
218 Simon Chan, Spiritual Theology: A Systematic Study of the Christian Life (Downers Grove, IL: 
IVP Books, 1998), Kindle loc. 117. 
219 Ibid., 162. 
77 
 
Chan states, “To read a book in a way that lets its message sink deeply into the heart is so 
foreign to us that a radical mental reorientation is required.”220 Secondly, Chan identifies 
“historical pride and modern presuppositions” as obstacles to spiritual reading. This idea 
signifies what Susan Muto calls our “craving for the new for its own sake.”221 Thirdly, 
Chan indicates that we come with a “scholar’s attitude” seeking to analyze the text rather 
than letting it speak to us. This approach tends to judge the author by what “he [she] does 
not know” or should have said. This approach treats the author more as a competitor than 
as a teacher.222 The fourth obstacle is reflective of our pragmatic reflex, which insists that 
all reading should be accompanied by immediate satisfaction and or result. This is the 
Google mindset that expects immediate results for all inquisitions. Robert Mulholland, Jr. 
claims, “We read the text with our own agenda already in place, knowing in advance 
what we expect to receive, what problems we want the text to solve for us. We read the 
text analytically, viewing it as an object over which we as subject exercise our control, to 
ensure that it conforms more or less comfortably to our desires and purposes.” 
The Informational vs Formational Polarity 
Mulholland, in his work, Shaped by the Word, contrasts formational reading with 
informational reading. In his comparison, Mullholland defines six polarities that occur in 
the different approaches to reading. These polarities are as follows: 
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1. Quantity vs. Quality - Formational reading is less concerned with the quantity 
of material read than it is with the quality in which the reader interacts with the 
content.  
2. Conclusion vs. Contemplation - Formational reading is about contending with 
the text for deeper meaning rather than simply reaching a provable conclusion.  
3. Mastering vs. Mastered - Formational reading doesn’t seek to master the text, 
but rather asks how one can be mastered by the text.  
4. Control vs. Controlled - Informational reading views the text as an object to 
be controlled, whereas formational reading allows the text to shape the reader.  
5. Analyze vs. Accept - Formational reading doesn’t try to analyze or control, 
rather it submits to the text.  
6. Problems solving vs. Personal growth - Formational reading is more 
concerned about personal transformation than problem solving.223  
The polarities highlighted by Mulholland can help explain why the informational 
approach to Scripture feels time-consuming to most users. On the informational side of 
the polarity, Scripture reading requires that the user do such things as “master” and 
“analyze” vast “quantities” of ancient texts in an attempt to “problem solve” questions 
that have plagued humanity since the beginning. Who possibly has enough time to do 
such things to a 2,000-year-old text? Informational reading, however, places these kinds 
of demands on the user.  
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Similarly, Susan Muto, in her work, A Practical Guide to Spiritual Reading, 
contrasts the differences in approaching the Text as spiritual reading versus informational 
reading. Muto argues that the following are three polarities that result from these two 
approaches to reading:  
1. Digging/Dwelling - Information reading is more like searching for answers to 
questions, and less like dwelling on life’s meanings that may light up for us in the 
text.  
2. Dialectical/Docile - Informational reading is, of necessity, more dialectical and 
comparative, whereas spiritual reading tends to be more docile.  
3. Dissective/Dynamic - Informational reading tends also to be rather dissective, 
that is, taking pieces of spiritual knowledge from here and there to increase 
erudition; spiritual reading is more dynamic, that is, adroit at making connections 
between what we are reading and our life here and now.224  
 Muto’s polarities highlight why people no longer look to the Bible to ‘connect’ 
with God. Informational reading causes one to attempt to ‘dissect’ God in search of 
information. This informational approach places, in the user’s mind, the user on an equal 
field with God. Without the humble posture that comes from understanding that humans 
are not on an equal field with God, it is impossible to use to the Scriptures to connect 
with God.  
Chan suggests that the church has to “re-create itself as a reading-listening 
community.” “The spiritual reader must learn to approach a text as a disciple instead of as 
an information gatherer, a master or a critic. His attitude should emulate young Samuel’s: 
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“Speak, for your servant is listening” (1Sam. 3:10).225 These educational predispositions, 
hectic paces of life and desire for instant gratification, create significant obstacles that 
either keep followers from reading or cause them to approach Scripture with a faulty 
mindset. A solution is needed to ground followers in relational dialogue rather than an 
informational approach. 
Lectio Divina – An Ancient Solution 
The Latin term Lectio Divina means “divine reading.” Other terms often 
associated with the approach to Scripture include, but are not limited to, ‘spiritual 
reading,’ ‘sacred reading,’ and ‘contemplative reading.’ Lectio Divina is a traditional 
Benedictine practice of Scripture reading, meditation, and prayer intended to promote 
communion with God. The practice of spiritual reading does not treat Scripture as 
information to be dissected or analyzed: rather, it approaches Scripture as a living word 
to be genuinely heard. Readers are challenged to hear the voice of Christ present in 
Scripture through the active work of the Holy Spirit. Pennington states, 
As we have seen, [Listening] is the key word of the whole Rule—obsculta, ofili. 
Listen, hear, hearing. Benedict is convinced: if we really hear the word of God we 
cannot but be a complete yes to it. This is why he places lectio and the Opus Dei 
as so fundamental.226  
Lectio Divina is a mode of listening that reflects the Theology of Listening 
extrapolated from Mark 4. Spiritual reading “presupposes the Bible as God’s Word 
calling us to make a decisive response, and thus, trains us in a certain spiritual attitude—
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openness to God, humble listening, willingness to obey.”227 These basic dispositions are 
the fertile ground from which the seeds of virtue sprout. Unlike ordinary reading, 
spiritual reading is done to affect the heart, not to gain information.”228 It is in this call to 
listen that Lectio Divina finds it potency. The practice of reading to hear is a productive 
counterbalance to the problem of reading for information. Chan notes, “The flip side of 
reading is listening…it is in reading and listening that the Word addresses us afresh and 
draws us into a living relationship with God and with one another. This is the basic 
theology of Scripture reading.”229  
Brent Perry, an evangelical scholar, notes, “A person approaches Lectio Divina 
not primarily for the purpose of learning about God but with the purpose of personally 
encountering God.”230 Basil Pennington, OCSO, concurs calling Lectio an “experiential 
hearing of the Word of God. It is a hearing in the context of a certain listening.”231 It is 
obvious that Lectio Divina is a natural bridge between Benedict and Southeastern 
University with its Pentecostal focus of listening and being directed and empowered by 
the Holy Spirit. Mario Masini noted that “Lectio Divina uses the text of Scripture but it 
hopes to arrive at a much higher, more ‘substantial’ objective: an encounter with ‘Christ 
according to the Spirit (Rom. 1:4).’” The spiritual discipline of Lectio Divina provides an 
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opportunity for university students to listen for the voice of Christ in Scripture by reading 
with an expectancy to hear and a desire to respond. Lectio Divina provides an appropriate 
response to a frenetic pace of life, while focusing on formational reading, and, when 
following a predetermined plan, aides in curbing the temptation to select passages out of 
pragmatic reflex. The idea of reading for information is offset by the call to listen for the 
voice of Christ, and the discipline of a regular reading schedule counteracts the hectic 
pace of life and desire for reading for result rather than relationship. These steps are 
accomplished by synthesizing the Benedictine tradition of Lectio Divina with the current 
practice of the Life Journal at Southeastern. First, it is vital to understand Lectio Divina 
and its place in the Benedictine tradition. 
The Historical Development of Lectio Divina232  
 Similar to their Jewish ancestors, Christians have always been a people rooted in a 
sacred text. Christians share not only the same writings with the Jews, but they also share 
a similar history of reading those writings. It was the Jews who first began reading the 
Scriptures aloud in their communities, which most likely gave rise to the synagogues. 
When Christians were kicked out of those synagogues, they began to read aloud not only 
the Torah, but also the new letters and Gospels of Jesus that had been circulated through 
the early church. One of the criteria for canonization was how widely read aloud was a 
particular letter or Gospel. Once the cannon was closed, listening to the Scriptures read 
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aloud became the only way most of the illiterate population interacted with the Bible. 
This is the root of the practice of Lectio Divina.233 
 As Christianity matured into a full-blown religion, the question of how to read the 
Scriptures became one of the first major debates of the church—highlighted in both the 
Pelagian and Arian controversy.234 Origen was one of the first of the early Church 
Fathers to develop a method for reading the Bible, which he viewed as sacramental. 
Origen, in describing his process for reading the Bible writes,  
His Flesh and Blood…are the divine Scriptures, eating which, we have Christ; the 
words becoming his bones, the flesh becoming the meaning from the texts, 
following which meaning, as it were, we see in a mirror dimly the things which 
are to come.235  
 
For Origen, the goal of reading was to encounter Christ in the present moment.236 
Augustine took this idea to the next step when he argued that reading the Scriptures 
causes one to re-read one’s own life. For Augustine, the presence of Christ in the 
Scriptures causes transformation in the reader who approaches the Scriptures with 
humility and a willingness to listen. Augustine centered his rule for monastic life on the 
reading and praying of Scriptures.237 
 Lectio Divina was a hallmark of Monastic communities for whom the oral reading 
of the Scriptures was the binding that held the ascetics together. Studzinski details, “For 
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monastics, reading was engaging in an act of incarnation.”238 In the Pachomian 
communities, all acolytes had to memorize the psalms and other Scriptures so they could 
meditate on them during their labors. Cassian detailed that the Scriptures contained both 
practical and spiritual knowledge and the Monk would use his meditations to discern and 
apply both forms of knowledge. St. Benedict, in his rule, actually used the phrase Lectio 
Divina to describe the practice of reading for all monks who followed his rule. Though 
Benedict never described Lectio Divina in the formulaic process present today, reading 
aloud, silent mediation, and then prayerful contemplation were all present in his rule.239 
 It was Guigo II of the Carthusian monastic order who developed the familiar 
formula of lectio, meditatio, oratio, and contemplatio.240 Bruno of Cologne, who 
attempted to reform the Cluniac monasticism through a return to eremitical monasticism, 
founded the Carthusian order in Grenoble, northern France. The Carthusians lived in a 
house made up of individual cells where the monks would work, eat, and practice Lectio 
Divina alone—coming together only for the nightly office and for mass.241 Guigo II, in 
his Ladder of Monks codified Lectio Divina in hindsight, describing the process as it was 
already occurring in the Carthusian houses.242 His formula, like the Carthusian Order, 
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remained relatively unchanged and paved the way for the later systematic spiritual 
practices such as those developed by Ignatius of Loyola.243 
 Guigo’s Ladders would prove to be the height of the age of Lectio Divina. 
Already in the eleventh century under writers such as Thomas Aquinas and Peter 
Abelard, the bifurcation of spirituality and theology had begun.244 During the Monastic 
“Golden Age,” which Philip Sheldrake identifies as the time from Gregory the Great 
through the 12th century, reading the Scriptures had maintained the contemplative 
approach highlighted in the practice of Lectio Divina, and doctrine had been the natural 
byproduct of these contemplations.245 However, in the 12th century a trend began to 
emerge that would envision doctrine and theology as a product of intellectual pursuit and 
systematic method—completely separate from the ascetic pursuit of spirituality.246 Even 
Guigo’s Ladders can be seen as a part of the trend to systemize doctrines into a series of 
logical constructs.247 Sheldrake details that this divorce, 
went deeper than method or content. It was, at heart, a division between the 
affective side of faith (or participation) and conceptual knowledge. Further, within 
what we think of as spirituality there was a concentration on interiority that 
separated it from public liturgy and from ethics. By the end of the middle ages, 
the ‘spiritual life’ had increasingly moved to the margins of theology and culture 
as a whole.248 
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This bifurcation came to a head during the Reformation and Enlightenment. 
Protestant theologians denounced any practice or doctrine that implied that humans could 
somehow bring themselves closer to God—God was the One who approached 
humanity.249 A person simply became more ‘aware’ of God as he revealed himself to 
man through logical ‘truth’ claims made in the biblical texts. Proving God and distilling 
moral and ethical ‘principles’ became the goal for reading the Scriptures, and theologians 
became biblical ‘scientists’ by using the scientific method to discover these truths and 
principles.250 
Lectio Divina in the Rule of St. Benedict 
For Benedict, the reading of the Holy Scriptures was essential to the survival of 
the monastic community. Cardinal Gasquet argues, “‘Nothing was to be preferred’ to this 
part of the common life of the religious house.”251 While the four-step process for Lectio 
Divina did not come about until Guigo II, Benedict arranged his order around a rhythm of 
manual work and scriptural reading, mandating the monks to read through the Psalms 
aloud every week while privately tooling through Christian classics such as St. Basil’s 
Rule and John Cassian’s Conferences. Benedict details that the Psalms should be read at 
seven times a day (RB 16.1-5) creating what he called “The Daily Office.” Benedict 
himself writes, “We believe that the Divine Presence is everywhere and that in every 
place the eyes of the Lord are watching the good and wicked (Prov. 15:3). But beyond the 
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least doubt we should believe this to be especially true when we celebrate the Divine 
Office” (RB 19.1-2).252  
Benedict then commends to monks to be intentional with who reads aloud the 
Scriptures (RB 38.1). In a twist on the popular hierarchical model of Monasticism, 
Benedict argues that the reader should be selected based on ability and not on rank in the 
monastery “to benefit their hearers” (RB 38.12). The hearers must remain completely 
silent during the reading—hand signals must be used if any of the monks have a special 
need (RB, 38:5-7). What is particularly interesting is when Benedict details that at no 
point should the monks ask anything or make any comments about the reading “lest any 
occasion be given [to the devil]” (RB 38.8).253 While it may sound strange to 
contemporary readers, Benedict believed that the only proper response to the hearing of 
Scripture was full unquestioning obedience. Benedict writes, “Almost at the same 
moment, then, as the master gives the instruction the disciple puts it into action in the fear 
of the God; and both actions together as swiftly completed as one (RB 5.9).” Questioning 
what has been read is to be avoided, as Benedict details that the only actions that are truly 
obedient are those that are “…free from any grumbling or any unwillingness” (RB 
5.14b). 
Benedict may not have intentionally set out to formalize the reading of the 
Scriptures. However it is clear from his rule that listening was the primary way to 
approach the Scriptures of God and that obedience was the only proper response to what 
was heard. At the end of his prologue, Benedict writes, 
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That is why the Lord states in the Gospel: Whoever hears these words of mine and 
does them is like a wise man who built his house on a rock; the floods came and 
the winds blew and beat against the house but it did not fall; it was founded on 
the rock (Matt 7:24-25). With this conclusion, the Lord waits for us daily to 
translate into action, as we should, his holy teachings (RB Prol., 33-35).  
 
The end goal of this obedience for Benedict was always eternal relationship with the 
Creator and, by observing the rules laid out in the monastery, the monk who shared “in 
the sufferings of Christ,” could also share “in his kingdom” (RB Prologue, 50). 
The Method of Lectio Divina 
It is clear that the practice of reading the Scriptures has always been an essential 
component of the Christian faith. It is equally clear that Benedict believed sacred reading 
as absolutely indispensable for the sustainment of a faith community. Now the task is to 
examine the method of Lectio Divina for the purpose of understanding how the practice is 
conducted and, thus, determine if it indeed can bring a solution to the polarity of 
informational vs formational reading. 
 
Lectio Divina as the key for Multiple Senses of Information  
Before diving into the method of Lectio Divina, it should be noted that the intent 
of reading for relationship rather than information is not to condemn the idea or practice 
of Bible study. Rather, it should be seen as an appropriate companion. The benefit of 
knowing someone (relationship) is to know about them (information). Information 
without relationship, however, leaves one stale and distant—alone with facts, figures, and 
rules that assume intent. Relationship brings context, awareness, and dialogue. Reading 
for information leaves only the active approach of gathering data. Similar to nurturing a 
human relationship, relying solely on a weekly sermon is settling for a passive hearing 
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wherein one expects God’s Word to merely act upon him or her. A middle way is 
required: a reading to hear that combines information and understanding with experience 
and encounter. Thus, a better understanding of Lectio Divina is required.  
Michael Casey, in an article published in the handbook, “The Art of Lectio 
Divina,” suggests that Lectio Divina is that dealing with the text where study leaves off. 
Study gives us the objective meaning of the text, but there are other processes that 
facilitate a more holistic response to God’s word.254 He refers to “multiple senses” or 
levels of meaning of Scripture. These levels or senses consist of the literal sense 
(historical meaning); the Christological sense (the attempt to find additional Christian 
meaning in otherwise arid passages of Scripture); the behavioral sense (moral), the way 
in which God’s Word shapes our beliefs that ultimately affects our behavior; and the 
mystical sense, (anagogical) the way in which the Bible elevates our awareness and 
desire for deeper communion with God.255 Casey offers these four senses as a means to 
explain a varying connection with the text found in Lectio. He argues, “If the Bible is a 
place of encounter with God, both for the person and for the community, then it is clear 
these extra meanings are not arbitrary impressions; they also are probably prompted by 
the Spirit.”256 He indicates that these senses can be sequential and overlaid onto the four 
steps of the traditional practice of Lectio Divina.  
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Table 4. Four Movements of Lectio Divina257  
Sense Faculty Function Prayer 
Literal Intellect Understanding the Text Lectio 
Christological Memory Contextualizing the Meaning Meditatio 
Behavioral Conscience Living the Meaning Oratio 
Mystical Spirit Meeting God in the Text Contemplatio 
 
Casey further explains, in the reading of Scripture (Lectio) one engages the 
intellect, raising our awareness of what God is saying by seeking to hear/understand the 
text. In the second reading of Scripture (Meditatio) one contextualizes Scripture within 
his/her understanding of salvation whereby every passage points to Christ. This search 
for meaning in all Scripture, as it relates to Christ’s work in humanity, brings the voice of 
Christ to the place where it intersects with one life. A word or phrase that stands out is 
the Voice that cuts through the noise. This thought engages the conscience or the living 
meaning of the text, the place where idea calls for response. Casey describes this as, “The 
confidence that our faith inspires, gives us courage to look at the reality of daily life and 
to imprint on it a genuine evangelical character.”258 This in turn reminds us of our 
weakness and inability to merely act better, thus prompting us to cry out to God for his 
intervention. This prayerful response to what is heard is the dialogical response that 
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moves one from hearing to understanding to response. Thus, the process of Lectio Divina 
can be seen as a process of divine listening.  
Perry, similarly to Casey, suggests four hermetical assumptions when dealing 
with Lectio. These assumptions are reflections of a typography used to describe varied 
meanings found in text. First, is the assumption that Lectio isn’t primarily for the purpose 
of learning about God but about personally meeting with God in the text. Second, is that 
Jesus is the central figure in the Biblical narrative. A third assumption is that the Holy 
Spirit is active in the reading of Scripture. The Final assumption is that there are layered 
meanings to the text, which he goes on to describe as I have outlined in Table 4.259  
The Context for Lectio: A Communal Listening 
It is important to note that the context in which tradition has chosen as most 
effective for Lectio Divina to be held is in community. While Benedict does set aside 
time and space for individual and private reading, Norvene Vest, Benedictine spiritual 
director, highlights that what is striking about Benedict’s rule is the large amount of time 
devoted to approaching the Scriptures in community gatherings.260 Benedict prescribes 
that all meal times should also be devoted to the communal reading of the Scriptures, 
with the prearranged brother or sister reading aloud and the rest of the cloister in silent 
contemplation (RB 38:1-5). Vest argues that this form of spirituality is generally 
underdeveloped in contemporary Christianity, which is unfamiliar with the type of 
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community that Benedict prescribes the practice of Lectio Divina to occur in.261 
However, Lectio Divina, when practiced communally as prescribed by Benedict, can 
develop unity and “balance community and individual needs.”262 Vest makes this 
assertion: 
We do not become Christ one by one, each of us tested against a private and 
external standard of holiness. Rather, we are drawn near God in a privileged way, 
as a gathering of the faithful, joined to Christ in baptism and members of each 
other, an organism, a living body which is Christ bringing us ‘all together in life 
everlasting’ (RB 72:120).263 
As the community gathers around Lectio Divina they find Christ at work attending “with 
every single one of us.”264 Thus, there are two benefits for practicing Lectio Divina in a 
community: accountability and unity. 
Participating in a group that meets regularly around Lectio Divina provides a 
greater sense of accountability. Knowing that a group is anticipating and counting on 
one’s presence at Lectio Divina can provide a needed motivation to attend. Facts show 
that the busyness of life is often blamed for lack of Scripture reading.265 Having a regular 
scheduled time for meeting around God’s Word with others promotes consistency, even 
when the experiences of life weigh heavy and one may not feel motivated to practice.  
Another benefit for meeting together to practice Lectio Divina is the unity that can 
emerge. Something happened to the twelve disciples when they gathered around Jesus. 
Likewise, a bond forms as a group draws near to Christ even now, sharing the richness of 
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his Word. Support, understanding, and friendship are marks of such a bond.266 
Pennington notes, “As we meet regularly and share more and more openly what touches 
the deepest part of our life—our relationship with our God—our sense of oneness and of 
being in this together will necessarily grow….”267  
Preparing for Lectio Divina 
As previously discussed, Lectio Divina is a divine listening for the Voice of Christ 
through the text of Scripture. This is the second reality Chittister’s framework of 
Benedictine spirituality calls one to listen to. Pennington states,  
The Word was made flesh. Jesus is the most complete expression of the Word in 
our creation. God is Word. God is communication. And we therefore are 
essentially listening, a listening for that Word. To the extent we truly ‘hear’ that 
Word, receive that Word into our being and into our lives, we participate in the 
Divine Being, Life, Love, Joy. Made in the image of God, we have an unlimited, 
an infinite potential to be like unto him.268 
This process of listening to Christ in Scripture is in essence submitting to the call of 
discipleship; it is the process of being formed by him.269  
Listening is a skill that can be enhanced through practice and repetition. In 
preparation for the exercise of Lectio Divina, attitude plays a key role in determining 
effectiveness. Basil Pennington offers four dispositions that he deems indispensable for 
enhancing the activity of Lectio (listening). They consist of faith, humility, openness and 
faithfulness. The disposition of faith is the mindset that Christ is not only the Word made 
flesh but present in Scripture through the work of the Spirit. This attitude of faith 
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prepares the reader for an encounter with the living God. Second, is the disposition of 
humility that is the simple acknowledgement of our “profound ignorance with regard to 
God.”270 If an encounter is the goal then a humble heart is the most direct path. The book 
of James is clear in saying God opposes the proud but give grace to the humble. Humility 
reminds one that what is needed most is not to be heard and recognized for our 
contribution but to remain silent and listen for the wisdom of Christ. Third, is the attitude 
of openness. Pennington refers to this as an “alert listening for a Real Presence.”271 It is 
the mindset that approaches Lectio looking for “a divine person, the God who loves me 
and who has a wondrous plan for me.”272 Fourth, is the disposition of faithfulness. It is a 
commitment to consistency, to establish Lectio Divina as part of a daily habit that ever 
places the disciple at the feet of Jesus listening to his instruction. 
These dispositions can be further enhanced by the three components of Biblical 
listening identified in chapter two: awareness, understanding, and response. The posture 
of awareness is the attitude of curiosity and expectancy. It is the faith-filled search for 
continued relationship with an ever-present God. Awareness both speaks to our human 
limitation as Basil noted, prompting humble silence, as well as Divine Presence waiting 
to be acknowledged. The attitude of awareness reminds one that God is a work all around 
us, and in our hurry and busyness his whispers are drowned out and our awareness 
dulled. Awareness motivates us towards consistency as a means of fulfillment. 
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Understanding seeks to appropriate the voice of Christ into our current context. It 
hears with the intent of absorbing all that Christ has for this day by marking the 
intersection where life and Scripture collide. This component of listening seeks to 
contextualize the Scripture for the purpose of applying or responding to it.  
Last, is the idea of obedience. It is a listening into action. A Theology of Listening 
is incomplete without the element of obedient response. Benedict linked listening and 
obedience in his rule. Pennington offers action (operatio) as an additional movement in 
Lectio Divina. He notes, that God issues us the invitation to respond and then empowers 
by directing our steps.273 Therefore, to approach Lectio Divina with the intent of 
responding to what is heard lies at the heart of Jesus’ teaching, the rule of Benedict, and a 
Theology of Listening. 
The four traditional movements of Lectio Divina, as originally developed by 
Guigo II in his Ladders of the Monks, are comprised of: lectio (reading/hearing), 
meditatio (meditation) oratio (prayer), and contemplatio (contemplation). Other 
movements have been added such as compassio (compassion) and operatio (action).274 
Each of the movements will now be examined as they develop a posture of listening to 
the Scriptures. 
Lectio (Reading/hearing) 
The first step, lectio, is a simple reading or hearing of the text. The aim in this 
movement is awareness. Its goal is to meet and be formed by God in the text. Often this 
first movement is marked by a double reading, or reading the text twice. The point is to 
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reduce the noise of the day and focus one’s attention not on the text but on the voice of 
the text. It is here that the reader approaches Scripture with the idea of meeting a person 
rather than dissecting a text for information. Susan Muto instructs,  
Turning to the text in the initial act of reading, we pray that the Holy Spirit will 
open our hearts and enlighten our minds so that we may imbibe, beyond 
information, the formative meanings disclosed in the text, reading, so to speak, 
“between the lines” and remaining receptive to the ways in which the Holy Spirit 
can use the power of the word to touch and transform our lives. We abandon the 
potentially arrogant position of being a textual expert and become a disciple who 
not only reads but also prays with these words, who hears them not only in an 
auditory manner but also with the ears of the heart. The fruits of this being with 
and in the text flow forth in our actions; it becomes second nature to “consider our 
state of soul, and reflect in our own deeds the lives about which we read so often 
and so eagerly.”275  
Such a reading has at its heart the desire for formation; it is the foundational 
response to the call of discipleship. This attentiveness is the listening with the ear of the 
heart in order to allow the words of Christ to influence one’s thinking, and ultimately 
behavior, resulting in the continued transformation into the likeness of Christ. It is not 
concerned with the quantity of what is read; instead, it focuses on the quality of what is 
heard. It is concerned less with science and knowledge and more with wisdom and 
appreciation.276 The reader is listening for the Voice of Christ in the text, paying attention 
to a word or phrase that stands out to them. The idea is that this word or phrase will serve 
as focus of their reflection. This movement is typically followed by a period of silence.  
Meditatio (Meditate) 
 The second movement begins with another reading of the passage. This time the 
reader is reflecting on the word or phrase that stood out. It is during this time of reflection 
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that the reader/listener is thinking of how God is revealing himself in this particular 
passage. Guigo II described this process of meditating on Scripture as, “So, wishing to 
have a fuller understanding of this, the soul begins to bite and chew upon this grape, as 
though putting it in a wine press, while it stirs up its powers of reasoning to ask what this 
precious purity may be and how it may be had.”277 Charles Dumont also turning to the 
grape metaphor adds, “Lectio is a bunch of grapes in the press, from which meditation 
allows us to extract more plentiful juice by bringing it into the heart.”278 This process is 
fueled by the hermeneutical assumption that all Scripture points to Christ.279 Therefore, it 
is here the reader is allowing the text to be the master, controlling and shaping the listener 
by pointing him/her to Christ. Rather than approaching Scripture with questions, the 
reader allows Scripture to ask the question, “How will you respond to what you have 
heard and now know?” Also, “How then shall you live?” The Divine becomes alive 
through work of the Spirit in the pages of the text. 
Thus, the question arises, “What is Christ revealing to me in the passage and how 
then should I respond?” This is where awareness moves into understanding, looking and 
searching for where Scripture intersects with life. It is at this intersection that response 
begins to take flight as the listener is moved to an appropriate hearing that includes a 
response. This mode for meditation or reflection “implies thinking of a thing with the 
intent to do it; in other words, to prepare oneself for it, to prefigure it in the mind, to 
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desire it, in a way, to do it in advance—it is to practice a thing by thinking of it, to fix it 
in the memory, to learn it.”280  
Meditation can be understood as a “simple repetition of words or phrases that 
capture our attention.”281 Pennington refers to meditation as surrendering to the text 
through a repetition that allows the Word to penetrate the heart. This idea of repetition 
points to the practice of ancient monks who facilitated meditation through Scripture 
memorization.282 Thus readers can choose to commit the word or phrase to memory so 
that meditation can continue well past the practice of Lectio Divina. 
Oratio (Pray) 
Prayer is the third progression in the practice. Lectio Divina elevates the reader’s 
awareness from text to person to phrase. Meditatio reflects on the significance and 
meaning of what Christ is saying. Oratio is one’s response to what has been spoken. Here 
one reads Scripture again, and in the silence that follows, allows the word or phrase he or 
she has been chewing on to form into a prayer. It could be a prayer of petition, 
intercession, thanksgiving, etc. Reflection identifies the intersection between Christ’s 
voice and the reader’s life. The prayer is the humble response to the divine presence. St. 
Cyprian may have said it best when he wrote, “In Scripture, God speaks to us, and in 
prayer we speak to God.”283  
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Marianno Magrassi, O.S.B, suggests that spiritual reading and prayer are 
inextricably linked.284 He states, “They are two moments in the mystical dialogue, 
harmoniously alternating. All we need to do is read, listen and ruminate. The Word is not 
only the center of our listening; it is also the center of our response.”285 Prayer is the 
dialogical response to hearing Christ speak through Scripture.  
Contemplatio (Contemplate) 
Typically the last movement in the practice of Lectio Divina, contemplatio, is 
about learning to rest with God’s Word. After another reading of the passage, the reader 
is prompted to “sit with the Word” during an extended time of silence. It is the call of the 
Psalmist to “be still and know that I am God” (Ps. 4:10). This is an obvious 
counterbalance for an activist mindset whose proclivity is to fill all spiritual practice and 
experience with music, speech, or some holy noise to fill the space.  
Contemplation is the mystical union with Christ where his follower finds oneself, 
“just present to the One who is eternally present to us.”286 It is a heightened awareness of 
God, which sparks a deeper desire to be in relationship with Christ. It is not a result of 
one’s effort, something earned, but rather, it is a gift from God.287 Magrassi suggests that 
to contemplate is to enter into a relationship “of faith and love with the God of truth and 
life” who through Scripture revealed his face.288  
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287 Ibid. 
288 Magrassi, Praying the Bible, 112. 
100 
 
O’Donnell defines Lectio Divina as “a prayer that begins as a “dialogue” and ends 
as a “duet.” Thus what begins as God addressing us and our responding, leads eventually 
to an experience of union.”289 This experiential component is familiar ground to 
Southeastern University as her Pentecostal roots ground her formation in the expectation 
of a divine encounter with Christ. 
Conclusion – Lectio Divina Contextualized for Southeastern University 
The Pentecostal Passion for Scripture 
As previously highlighted, Southeastern University has a distinctly Pentecostal 
heritage. While traditionally Pentecostals have maintained a level of suspicion of 
Catholic practices, it is my contention that Lectio Divina can fit perfectly with the high 
value and authority Pentecostals place upon Scripture. Indeed, Lectio Divina will be 
suited to Southeastern University because of the pneumatological way Pentecostals 
perceive Scripture. Pentecostals believe it is through Scripture, empowered by the Holy 
Spirit, that believers participate in the story of God. Kenneth Archer, a Pentecostal 
scholar and professor at Southeastern University, argues that the task of the Pentecostal 
hermeneutic is not only to interpret Scripture but also to interpret one’s own life in light 
of that Scripture.290 The Pentecostal believes that Scripture does not merely have a 
historical-critical principle from the original author; it is the Voice of the living Spirit of 
God instructing the believer on how to live today.291 Pentecostal scholar Andrew Davies 
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similarly suggests that Pentecostals read the Bible not primarily for knowledge but for 
relationship, saying,  
Ordinarily Pentecostals read the Bible not to learn of the history of Israel, the 
development of the earliest Christian theology or even of the life of Christ, but to 
meet God in the text, and to provide an opportunity for the Holy Spirit to speak to 
our spirits. Within our tradition, the reading, interpretation and proclamation of 
Scriptures have little to do with intellectual comprehension and all to do with 
divine self-revelation.292  
So, in terms of their hermeneutical philosophy, Pentecostals stand together with 
the tradition of Lectio Divina with suspicion of ever treating the Bible as a book merely 
from which to “learn objective principles.” Instead, Pentecostals desire to engage with 
God’s Word and utilize it as a resource for divine encounter. We read the Bible not, as I 
have emphasized, to grasp it, but so that God might grasp us through it. Thus, in line with 
both Lectio Divina and with a Theology of Listening, the Pentecostal does not settle for 
merely understanding what has been said—she and the community around her must obey 
what has been spoken.293 Once the Word has taken hold in our hearts by that means, it 
becomes fire in our bones. For Pentecostals, reading for information smacks of being able 
to control what we understand to be from an uncontrollable God.294 Informational reading 
will never do for the Pentecostal; as Davies argues, “Pentecostalism requires a God on 
the loose, involving himself with the fine details of our earthly existence and actively 
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293 Archer, “Pentecostal Hermeneutics,” 331. 
294 Davies, “Reading as a Pentecostal,” 220. 
102 
 
transforming lives.”295 The very heart of the Pentecostal philosophy of Bible reading is 
compatible with the intent of Lectio Divina.296 
 The only problem with the Pentecostal passion for Scripture is that it has, up until 
this point, never fully embraced any kind of form for reading the Scriptures. Davies 
highlights this problem: 
Clearly such a model can result in selective reading. If my primary concern is 
with what a passage means to me, then quite naturally it will be the pas- sages that 
I find most meaningful with which I will want to spend most of my time. The 
result, potentially, is increased dependence on a few key texts for my spiritual 
growth and development and increasing isolation from the message of Scripture 
as a whole—and, in the worst case scenario, the production of a customized, 
individually-specified canon within the canon, of the texts that are most 
inspirational to me and thereby ‘most inspired’ in my thinking.297 
 
Without some form of guide or practice, Pentecostals—especially in our Southeastern 
Community—continually fall prey to the hermeneutical lie that “the significance of a 
passage to its readers is inherently of more interest to them than any meaning it might 
have had for others.”298 It has been left up to the Pentecostal community to “discern what 
the text means and how that meaning is to be lived out in the community.”299 Archer 
details that the community attempts to decide what interpretations are normative based on 
the “theological acceptability of the interpretation.”300  
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While a Spirit-empowered community is capable of discerning proper theological 
interpretations, the use of a common form can increase the effectiveness of the 
community’s discerning power. A practice such as Lectio Divina does not inhibit the 
diverse expression of the Spirit in the community, rather it gives a simple way for the 
entire community to posture themselves to hear the Spirit. Lectio Divina, when 
synthesized with the Pentecostal desire to hear the Voice of God in the Scriptures, 
becomes the vehicle that delivers the messages of the Spirit to the postured community. 
By incorporating Lectio Divina into Southeastern’s Pentecostal culture, these 
hermeneutical pitfalls that have plagued Pentecostalism can be avoided, and the ability of 
Southeastern’s community to discern what God is speaking is enhanced. The 
hermeneutical philosophy between Pentecostalism and Lectio Divina is similar enough to 
warrant such as a synthesis, and has the potential to yield several benefits for 
Southeastern’s campus. 
Benefits of Lectio Divina for Southeastern University 
 
There are three benefits for adopting Lectio Divina as a part of Southeastern 
University’s formation process. This practice provides a process for slowing down and 
engaging the text, an experiential method of reading/hearing Scripture that moves beyond 
information gathering and a communal approach to Scripture. These benefits provide a 
needed solution for Southeastern’s academic environment, which teaches students to 
study and dissect the text for the sake of gathering information. It is a counterbalance to 
the frenetic pace of our culture and to the individualistic devotional life. 
First, the practice of Lectio is clearly a mechanism for slowing down and entering 
into a dialogue with Christ. The process itself requires thoughtful repetition. The four 
104 
 
movements of reading, reflecting, responding and resting provide the disciple a rhythm of 
reading that can quiet the noisiness of life by drawing the reader beyond the text and into 
dialogue.301 The well-placed moments of silence in between readings replace constant 
chatter and distraction with an avenue for clear hearing. Such moments create silent space 
that enables one to hear the whispers of Christ. In addition, creating a context for 
reflection on what was heard and what is to be done. This mode of reading and reflection 
combine to create a listening phenomenon.  
Second, this intentional progression is an experiential mode of reading that 
progressively moves the reader into relationship with a person rather than a mere 
excavation of a text. It engages the intellect and conscience, guiding the listener to move 
past information and into relationship. It calls for humility as one discovers both the call 
to action and humanity’s inadequacy to progress apart from divine help. It elevates the 
reader to a place of rest—a mystical union with Christ that produces contentment and 
desire for more. Third, the practice of Lectio is well suited for communal reading of 
Scripture. The simple process allows for friends to engage in reading passages together, 
thus moving Scripture reading from a private devotion to a public conversation.  
Lectio Divina is a means of listening for the voice of Christ in Scripture that 
promotes reading for relationship rather than information. This practice builds upon the 
Theology of Listening that was extracted from the Parable of the Sower in order to create 
a foundation for Southeastern’s new formation process. Lectio Divina also presents a way 
                                                 
301 The idea of dialogue for this work is the mode of engaging scripture as the voice of Christ 
speaking today through the pages of scripture.  Benedict in his prologue both admonishes disciples to listen 
with the ear of their heart and calls them to respond to Christ’s question seeking those who want eternal 
life. It is the notion that scripture beckons to be heard and responded to.  Thus a dialogue is created 
whereby the prayerful reflection of scripture prompts a disciple to move beyond merely reading text and 
into a responsive relationship with the living Christ.  
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to practice listening to the voice of God in scripture, highlighted in Joan Chittister’s 
listening framework. Lectio Divina enhances Southeastern’s spiritual formation process 
by providing a simple practice that promotes a relational reading/hearing of Scripture. 
Students learn to recognize the voice of Christ in Scripture in order to discern His work in 
their lives and the world around. The next chapter explores the practice of spiritual 
direction, listening to the voice of wisdom in others.  
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CHAPTER 5 
SPIRITUAL DIRECTION:  
LISTENING TO THE VOICE OF CHRIST IN COMMUNITY 
 
 
Introduction 
This chapter will explore the practice of Spiritual Direction within the 
Benedictine tradition as a means of enhancing Southeastern’s formation process. First, 
the problem as polarity will be defined between an individualistic and communal 
approach to spiritual formation. Next, an exploration will be made of the terms and basic 
methods of spiritual direction and a working definition will be provided. Following, this 
chapter offers a brief history of spiritual direction, tracing its development from the early 
church. Then, it reveals spiritual direction in regards to the Rule of St. Benedict. Lastly, 
we will see how the practice of spiritual direction can serve as a solution to the current 
problem and enhance the Connect Group program at Southeastern University.  
Defining the Problem 
Southeastern University students are engaging in chapel services and missions 
events but are failing to engage in discipleship relationships with experienced guides or 
mentors that will allow them to mature beyond these events. As highlighted in the 
introduction of this work, students are struggling to maintain whatever spirituality they 
may have developed during their time as students beyond graduation. This struggle has 
been the result of several polarities generated from Southeastern University’s primarily 
activist spiritual formational model. In addition, students arrive at Southeastern with a 
belief that other than a once a week service, their spirituality is largely “personal.” The 
emphasis is on personal or private devotional times; and altar calls are based on an 
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‘individual’ encounter with Jesus. According to Barna research, “Only one out of every 
five self-identified Christians (21 percent) believes that spiritual maturity requires a vital 
connection to a community of faith.”302 However, the problem is not solely the fault of 
students, as the university has failed to provide a structure that promoted such 
relationships. The formation process provided by the university limited its approach to 
programmatic choices that lack a one-on-one or small group component focusing on 
mentoring elements. Thus, the primary emphasis on chapel services and missions events 
leaves a personal mentorship or spiritual direction entirely up to students to find on their 
own. 
While this individualized emphasis may allow students to “hear” the Word of 
God, true listening cannot occur without a community to develop what has been heard. 
Without the voice of others who have practiced developing the Theology of Listening 
within themselves, a student will struggle to develop the roots necessary to continue 
growing beyond the controlled environment of Southeastern’s campus life. The polarity 
of individualism vs communal faith can also be seen in the second soil Jesus describes in 
the Parable of the Sower. In Vs. 14-16 of Mark 4, Jesus describes the condition of the 
heart, which can illustrate how individualism affects a believer’s ability to listen. Jesus 
states, “Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and at once receive it with 
joy. But since they have no root, they last only a short time. When trouble or persecution 
comes because of the word, they quickly fall away.” Without communal faith, a student 
                                                 
302 Barna Group, “Self-Described Christians Dominate America but Wrestle with Four Aspects of 
Spiritual Depth,” Barna Group, 2011, accessed January 5, 2016, https://www.barna.org/barna-update/faith-
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cannot develop the roots necessary to carry their spirituality beyond graduation. It is 
within community that students take the voice of God that they have become aware of 
and begin to understand it—“listening to the voice of one another,” as Joan Chittster 
highlights in her four realities.303 It is relationship that roots one’s spirituality, and, 
according to Barna, the research shows that, especially imperative for the current 
university population, relationships are key to engaging the Millennial generation: 
The first factor that will engage Millennials at church is as simple as it is integral: 
relationships. When comparing twenty somethings who remained active in their 
faith beyond high school and twentysomethings who dropped out of church, the 
Barna study uncovered a significant difference between the two. Those who stay 
were twice as likely to have a close personal friendship with an adult inside the 
church (59 percent of those who stayed report such a friendship versus 31percent 
among those who are no longer active). The same pattern is evident among more 
intentional relationships such as mentoring—28 percent of Millennials who stay 
had an adult mentor at the church other than their pastor, compared to 11percent 
of dropouts who say the same. Seven out of 10 Millennials who dropped out of 
church did not have a close friendship with an adult and nearly nine out of ten 
never had a mentor at the church.304 
 The problem then consists of a faulty mindset towards individualism and an 
overtly activist formation process that results in a lack of spiritual maturity among 
students. Thus, the effects of this problem affect the level of maturity, a student’s ability 
to continue to grow beyond the confines of the SEU experience. Therefore, in addition to 
exciting worship experiences, students need to add relationships with seasoned disciples 
who can help them grow in their faith by learning to discern and respond to God’s Word 
in all areas of life. 
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In 2011, Southeastern took a first step in addressing this issue by creating a 
voluntary small-group mentoring program. Still in existence, this program, branded 
Connect Groups, meets once a week for 10 weeks each semester as a part of the overall 
chapel programing. Each group is comprised of 7-10 students, ranging from sophomores 
to seniors, and a Connect Group Leader.305 Leaders consist of staff, faculty, and 
administration; participation is on a volunteer basis.  
The aim of the initiative is to create a small group mentoring program that pairs 
students with campus leaders of their choice. The purpose of the program is for “students 
to get to know, and be known by, the faculty and staff, who have wisdom and 
experiences they are willing to share with students to help them grow in their faith and 
succeed in their careers.”306 Students, who choose to participate in the program, sign up 
at the beginning of the semester for the group of their choice. These groups meet each 
Wednesday of the semester for 10 weeks, and their time is spent in Bible study, prayer, 
life stories and group activities.  
Although the program has experienced moderate to significant success (rates of 
participation include 1,200 to 1,400 students per semester), the initiative has three 
deficiencies that could be enhanced by examining and synthesizing the practice of 
Spiritual Direction. These deficiencies are that the current program lacks a method for 
establishing a connection between the faculty and students who meet together; it lacks 
                                                 
305 Freshmen participate in a similar program that is a part of the First Year Experience. Their 
participation is mandatory as it is part of a for-credit class and includes additional content designed to 
promote student success among first year students. 
306 “Connect,” Southeastern University, accessed December 31, 2015, 
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sufficient training for leaders of connect groups, relying mostly on their previous 
experience; it lacks a consistent practice among the groups themselves.  
First, the current purpose of the program to pair students with faculty and staff in 
order to glean wisdom lacks adequate practice to accomplish its goal. The current process 
provides a general focus of Bible study and free dialogue. These components are 
excellent, but still lack the intentionality that results in consistency. By employing 
spiritual direction as the means of helping students grow in their faith, students will 
engage in meaningful relationships, learn to recognize the activity of God in all areas of 
their lives, and learn how to participate in their formation from the experience of their 
directors.  
The second deficiency is a lack of training. Current group leaders are offered a 
single training session that consists primarily of process and procedures. By training 
group leaders to serve as spiritual directors, the Connect Groups program becomes a 
process for spiritual direction. It takes a good idea of connecting students and faculty and 
provides the required training to increase the opportunity for spiritual growth among 
students as well as faculty and staff.  
The final deficiency is the lack of a consistent process. Other than the set meeting 
time, each group varies in its approach towards the group session with no real sense of 
gauging whether the group time was focused on the intended outcome. The Connect 
Group Coordinator provides questions each week to prompt discussion, but there is not 
consistency among the groups for their time together. However, by training leaders in 
leading group direction, a greater level of consistency can be accomplished.  
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Therefore, Spiritual Direction will be explored as a means of enhancing the 
current Connect Group program at Southeastern. This practice will provide a proven 
process for accomplishing the program’s goal of spiritual growth, it will provide training 
for leaders that empower them to function as guides for spiritual growth, and it will bring 
a greater level of consistency to the program. 
Defining Spiritual Direction 
Throughout the years, Spiritual Directors have been “referred to as spiritual 
fathers [or mothers], spiritual guides, spiritual companions, soul friends and spiritual 
mentors.”307 The process itself has been referred to as spiritual direction, spiritual 
friendship, and holy listening.308 As will be explored below, many of the difference in 
names and titles result from the varying approaches of the process of Spiritual Direction 
itself. However, for the purpose of this work, the terms spiritual director and spiritual 
guide will be used interchangeably to refer to the seasoned leader, and directee will be 
used to refer to those under direction. In addition, Spiritual Direction will be used to refer 
to the actual process. A clear definition of this practice, and its related terms, is needed to 
establish the genuine sense of its contribution to the small group program at Southeastern. 
The definitions of Spiritual Direction vary from director to director based upon 
method, faith background, and application.309 However, there are themes that emerge 
from these varying definitions that will inform a working definition. The following are a 
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selection of definitions deemed relevant for this work that will provide the basis for a 
working definition.  
First, Ron Novtnoy, director at the Cenacle of Our Lady of Divine Providence 
School of Spirituality310, defines Spiritual Direction as: 
Guiding a person into a life that is truly under God’s dominion, under the 
prompting of the Holy Spirit, and helping them to listen to the Lord’s word, 
discern God’s will, make good choices in their spiritual life and pursue virtue.311  
 
Thus, Spiritual Direction is the relationship between a person who commits to 
serve as a guide, either one-on-one or for a small group, in helping the other(s) grow in 
their faith by listening.312 At its core, it is about companionship for the journey of faith. 
Gordon Smith, in writing about the communal nature of Spiritual Direction, states, “We 
are not alone—or, better put, we do not need to be alone and we are not meant to be 
alone, particularly when it comes to our attempts to make sense of God’s presence in our 
lives.”313 Alice Fryling, long time practitioner of Spiritual Direction, refers to the 
relational element as “a way of companioning people as they seek to look closely, 
through the eyes of their hearts, at the guidance and transforming work of God in their 
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lives.”314 Spiritual Direction, at its core, is about finding a companion to help in the 
process of growing in Christ.  
It should be noted that the term, Spiritual Direction, can be somewhat misleading 
when seeking to define this process. The word direction seems to imply that this practice 
is about receiving instructions on how to pattern one’s life. However, as Fryling has 
argued, it is less about receiving instruction and more about finding a companion to help 
listen for God at work in a disciple’s life.  
Second, Spiritual Direction is the “contemplative practice of helping another 
person or group to awaken to the mystery called God in all of life, and to respond to that 
discovery in a growing relationship of freedom and commitment.”315 The implication of 
this definition is an emphasis on increasing one’s awareness of God’s presence in all 
aspects of life. It implies a sense of discovery and invites one on a journey to live fully 
awake to the work of the Holy Spirit. It also denotes that this new awareness demands a 
response. This definition mirrors the theme woven throughout this work of listening as a 
means of awareness, understanding, and response.  
Third, Terry Clees, in his work on Spiritual Direction as a preventative for clergy 
care, defines the practice as “a loving friend guiding another towards the Divine Presence 
in order for healing, discernment, and growth to take place.”316 Alice Fryling echoes the 
idea of direction as a means of healing. She suggests that Spiritual Direction, particularly 
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group direction, involves creating a safe environment where spiritual healing can take 
place.317 Both Clees and Fryling draw attention to the restorative outcome of the process 
of direction.  
The fourth definition comes from authors and cofounders of the Center for 
Religious Development, William Barry and William Connolly. They define Spiritual 
Direction as “help given by one believer to another that enables the latter to pay attention 
to God’s personal communication to him or her, to respond to this personally 
communicating God, to grow in intimacy with this God, and to live out the consequences 
of the relationship.”318 The emphasis of this definition again points to fostering a greater 
sense of awareness of the activity of God in one’s life. It has as its goal a deeper union 
with Christ. 
Lastly, Thomas Merton stated that Spiritual Direction is a continual process of 
spiritual formation and guidance aimed at “faithful correspondence to the graces of the 
Holy Spirit;” whereby, believers discover their divine purpose through union with 
God.319 A spiritual director is, then, one who helps another to recognize and to follow the 
inspirations of grace in his life in order to arrive at the end to which God is leading 
him.320 
These definitions offer varying emphasis on the outcomes of Spiritual Direction, 
from healing, to union with God, to discovering one’s divine purpose. However, the 
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following themes emerge. First, is the relational emphasis of the director as helpmate; as 
one who comes alongside and aids another in recognizing God at work in his or her life. 
The director as helper, rather than master or authority, is a consistent theme. It infers that 
God is the one true spiritual director, and what is needed is another to help in 
recognition.321  
Second, is the theme of awareness as the aim of Spiritual Direction. Each 
definition denotes the goal of increasing one’s awareness by “awakening to the mystery 
called God,” “paying attention” to God’s communication, “discerning” the divine 
presence, or recognizing the “faithful correspondence” of the Holy Spirit. It is clear that 
Spiritual Direction is about partnering with another in order to better listen for the Voice 
of Christ at work in one’s life. Fryling states, “Domination and submission are not what 
Spiritual Direction is about, but ‘holy listening,’ presence and attentiveness.”322  
The third implication vital to a working definition is the idea of response. These 
definitions carry with them a call to respond to discovery of the eternal at work in the 
ordinary. This discipline is not a passive receiving of good advice but a sharing of one’s 
divine story for the purpose of discovering God at play in one’s life. It holds union or 
relationship with God as its primary goal. It is the pursuit of actively seeking to become 
aware of what God is doing, understanding/discerning the purpose of his work in order to 
participate, cultivating a deeper union. Therefore, the definition of Spiritual Direction for 
this work is a process of formation between a guide and others, either one-on-one or a 
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small group, who are committed to listening together for the activity of God in one’s life 
and in the lives of others.       
Forms of Spiritual Direction323 
Gerald May suggests that although Spiritual Direction can take place in a variety 
of forms, those forms can be placed in two major groups: formal Spiritual Direction and 
informal spiritual companionship.324  The first is a formal arrangement that includes 
clearly defined roles between the director and directee and typically involves regularly 
scheduled meetings. Directees tend to only have one formal spiritual director at a time. 
However, the second is an informal arrangement that is often characterized by an 
atmosphere of mutuality and companionship. They tend to be less rigid and non-
exclusive in nature.  
In addition to being formal or informal, Spiritual Direction can either take place in 
a one-on-one or small group setting. While many of the methods between the two are 
similar, one-on-one or personal direction offers the directee a degree of safety that may 
not be fully present in a group setting. Margaret Guenther highlights this need for safety 
as she argues that our society has become open about talking about sex, yet we have 
become extremely private in discussing our relationship with God. In such a society she 
writes, “To inquire how people pray is to ask the intimate question.”325 Fryling further 
notes the uniqueness of a Spiritual Direction group. She states,  
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It is not a study group or a place to simply find fellowship, although that happens. 
It is not a mission group, a committee or an accountability group. It is, first and 
foremost, a listening group…a place where members of a small group can listen 
carefully to their own soul needs and to the needs of others.326 
 
What a small group may lack in privacy, it makes up for in a greater number of ears 
attuned to the activity of God in each other’s life. 
Spiritual Direction within the Rule 
Although Benedict did not use the term, Spiritual Direction, “the principles and 
daily practice of what has become known as ‘Spiritual Direction’ may easily be gleaned 
from the rule.”327 The idea of spiritual fathers shaping the life and faith of a son can be 
heard in his rule. 
But for anyone hastening on towards the perfection of monastic life, there are the 
teachings of the holy Fathers, the observance of which will lead him to the very 
heights of perfection. What page, what passage of the inspired books of the Old 
and the New Testaments is not the truest of guides for human life? What book of 
the holy Catholic Fathers does not resoundingly summon us along the true way to 
reach the Creator? Then, besides the Conferences of the Fathers, their Institutes 
and their Lives, there is also the rule of our holy father Basil. For observant and 
obedient monks, all these are nothing less than tools for the cultivation of virtues 
(RB73). 
 
David Robinson, a Presbyterian pastor and Benedictine oblate, offers a unique 
approach to Spiritual Direction within the rule by looking through the lens of spiritual 
guidance within Benedict’s community. His point of view begins theologically by 
pointing to Christ as the one and only true Spiritual Director. Robinson states, “When we 
meet together, person to person, we all stand before Christ, receiving ‘from his fullness 
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grace upon grace’ (John1:16) for the practice of Spiritual Direction.”328 After establishing 
Christ as the “first and highest image” for Spiritual Direction—the beginning and the end 
of all Christian formation—the primary function of a spiritual director is clear: to model 
Christ pointing all directees to Him.329  
Robinson’s research explored spiritual formation through the varying approaches 
found in Benedict’s rule, such as: spiritual leadership, pastoral care, admonition and the 
practice of guidance in the community. He notes four images of spiritual guidance 
offered within the rule that provide differing facets of the ministry. These images include 
a father, gardener, physician and shepherd.330 A closer look will provide an overall 
collective sense of the ethos behind Benedict’s idea for Spiritual Direction.  
 
The Image of Father 
The first and most predominant image to examine is that of a father. Two chapters 
of the rule, 2 and 64, are dedicated solely to defining the qualities and election of the 
abbot. The word ‘abbot’ is most likely derived from the Aramaic abba, meaning ‘father’ 
(Mark 14:36; Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:6).331 Although Benedict, on occasion, uses other terms, 
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including prior and maior,332 to refer to the superior of the monastery, he typically gives 
the title abba.333 Timothy Fry notes in his study of the origins of the word that, 
In both the prophetic and sapiential traditions of Israel, the relationship between 
master and disciple is presented under the metaphor of father and son. It is the 
role of a father not only to beget children but also to educate them. Consequently, 
the activity of teaching was seen as the work of the father, and one who 
performed it could be called ‘father.’334 
  
  The image of a spiritual guide/leader as father is seen throughout the Old 
Testament as well, particularly in wisdom literature and the Deuteronomic literature 
(Deut. 6:7, 20-23; 32:7, 45-47; Josh. 4:21-22; Exod. 13:8).335 The implication of this 
parental image is one of deep relationship built upon trust, accountability and the 
responsibility to instruct and teach how one is to live. Most of all, it is a loving 
relationship. Benedict admonishes in his prologue to heed the advice from a “father who 
loves you…” (RB Prol. 1).  
 In regards to the role of the abbot, Benedict wrote,  
The abbot must always remember what his title signifies and act as a superior 
should. He is believed to hold the place of Christ in the monastery, since he is 
addressed by a title of Christ, as the Apostle indicates: You have received the 
spirit of adoption of sons by which we exclaim, abba, father (Rom. 8:15) (RB 1-
3).  
 
Benedict’s instructions are that the abbot is to teach nothing that would “deviate from the 
Lord’s instructions” (RB 2.4). The rule emphasizes that the abbot should teach first with 
his actions and then with his words. Benedict writes, “He must point out to them all that 
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is good and holy more by example than by words…” (RB 2.12). This emphasis on 
teaching through modeling continues with the admonishment to avoid living something 
contrary to what has been taught,  
Lest after preaching to others, he himself be found reprobate (1 Cor. 9:27) and 
God some day call to him in his sin: How is it that you repeat my just commands 
and mouth my covenant when you hate discipline and toss my words behind you 
(Ps. 49:16-17)? And also this: How is it that you can see a splinter in your 
brother’s eye, and never notice the plank in your own (Matt. 7:3)? (RB 2.13-15). 
 
The father is to contextualize his instructions observing the “Apostles’ 
recommendation, in which he says: Use argument, appeal, reproof (2 Tim. 4:2). This 
means that he [the father] must vary with circumstances, threatening and coaxing by 
turns, stern as a taskmaster, devoted and tender as only a father can be” (RB 2.23-24). 
Benedict goes on to write, “He must so accommodate and adapt himself to each one’s 
character and intelligence that he will not only keep the flock entrusted to his care from 
dwindling, but will rejoice in the increase of a good flock” (RB 2.32). 
The image of father in regards to Spiritual Direction carries with it the clear 
implication of relationship between two people for the sake of transferring wisdom, 
values and convictions for how one is to live out their life as a follower of Christ. 
Benedict establishes the father as the one representing Christ in the community. His 
responsibility is to teach nothing other than what points to Christ. His methods are to 
utilize modeling as a primary mode, along with words, for teaching. And the abbot is to 
contextualize his method to the uniqueness of the student or son. These attributes will be 
shown as essential to that of a spiritual director. The next image to explore is that of 
shepherd. 
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The Image of the Shepherd 
The image of a shepherd is derived straight from the image of Jesus, is found 
throughout Scripture, denotes the spiritual care for people, and implies a deep 
responsibility.336 First, as a requirement for a spiritual guide, the image of shepherd 
portrays the loving compassion Christ has for the lost. Robinson points to the idea of a 
sheepfold as a place of comfort and safety.  
He is to imitate the loving example of the Good Shepherd who left the ninety-nine 
sheep in the mountains and went in search of the one sheep that had strayed. So 
great was his compassion for its weakness that he mercifully placed it on his 
sacred shoulders and so carried it back to the flock (Luke 15:5) (RB 27:8-9). 
 
Second, this image denotes the deep responsibility the abbot has in stewarding the 
community. This role is not to be taken lightly and should not come at the expense of his 
own growth, lest the abbot be disqualified. Benedict writes,  
Whatever the number of brothers he has in his care, let him realize that on 
judgment day he will surely have to submit a reckoning to the Lord for their 
souls—and indeed for his own as well. In this way, while always fearful of the 
future examination of the shepherd about the sheep entrusted to him and careful 
about the state of others’ accounts, he becomes concerned also about his own, and 
while helping others to amend by his warnings, he achieves the amendment of his 
own faults (RB 2:38-40).   
 
Thus the guide is to understand the gravity and accountability of his responsibility 
while never losing the compassion for those who have wandered away.  
The abbot, must, therefore, be aware that the shepherd will bear the blame 
wherever the father of the household finds that the sheep have yielded no profit. 
Still, if he has faithfully shepherded a restive and disobedient flock, always 
striving to cure their unhealthy ways, it will be otherwise (RB 2:7-8). 
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 These images ground the spiritual director in an awareness of their calling to be 
committed and compassionate. Robinson notes that Spiritual Direction draws upon the 
example of Christ, seeking to offer people the spiritual care of the Good Shepherd.337 
The Image of the Physician 
Next, the metaphor for Spiritual Direction in the rule is extracted from the 
practice of medicine. Chapter twenty-seven calls for the abbot to “exercise the utmost 
care and concern for wayward brothers, because it is not the healthy who need a 
physician but the sick” (Matt. 9:12), (RB 27.1). The imagery of abbot as physician is 
expanded to include other medical support staff as well. “He ought to use every skill of a 
wise physician and send in…mature and wise brothers, who under the cloak of secrecy, 
may support the wavering brother, urge him to be humble…and console him” (RB 27:2-
3). Robinson here points to the idea of confidentially. He states, “Every spiritual director 
is tempted at times to share with others what they have heard behind closed doors. When 
a spiritual director guards a person’s privacy, including the sins and faults they have 
confessed, they provide a safe space where true healing can take place, “without exposing 
them and making them public” (RB 46.6).338  
 
The Image of a Gardener 
In addition to the images of being a Christ-like father, a good shepherd, and a 
trusted physician, Benedict views the role of spiritual director as that of a gardener. This 
image in the rule is found in Benedict’s instructions on using “reproof and rebuke” when 
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dealing those who are “negligent and disdainful” (RB 2.25). He writes, “He should not 
gloss over the sins of those who err, but cut them out while he can, as soon as they began 
to sprout, remembering the fate of Eli, priest of Shiloh (1 Sam. 2:11-4:18) (RB 2.30).” In 
regards to spiritual directors, Robinson notes that his imagery provides a “fruitful way of 
discussing spiritual growth, including preparation of the soil, planting of seeds, weeding, 
watering and waiting.”339 He goes on to imply,  
In this image, the sun and rain represent the ongoing provision of God, who 
“causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous 
and the unrighteous” (Matt. 5:45). The marvel and wonder of spiritual growth is 
seen in progressive stages of germination, sprouting, budding, flowering and 
fruitfulness in the spiritual life in Christ.340 
 
This particular image resonates with this work’s approach to Mark chapter four 
and the Parable of the Sower. The seed, God’s word, sown freely, has varying levels of 
success. Some seed was stolen by Satan before it could even take hold. Other seed 
sprouts but withers under the sun because the rocky soil prevented it from taking root. 
This symbolizes the failure to contextualize or properly understand the Word of God. It is 
not enough to hear or receive, but the biblical idea of listening involves a hermeneutic of 
understanding. The Word must be appropriated into the life of believers so that while 
trials come, they may stand strong. Still other seed is sown that sprouts up but is choked 
out by the weeds that grow. The interpretation indicates that the worries or cares of this 
life choke out the seeds that have grown. The implication is that effective hearing of 
God’s Word requires cultivation and pruning of anything that competes for the primacy 
of one’s life. But the seed that produced a harvest 30, 60, and 100-fold is that person who 
                                                 
339 Ibid., 100. 
340 Ibid. 
124 
 
hears God’s Word, discerns appropriately God’s will, and responds in obedience to the 
Word of God. The overlying idea is that how a person responds to Christ determines the 
fruitfulness of one’s life. Thus the spiritual director, like a gardener, can help identify the 
areas of one’s life that need pruning, habits that need uprooting, ideas that need maturing.  
The Spiritual Director as a Model Listener 
The role of an abbot and subsequently a spiritual director is to relationally come 
alongside a disciple, teaching as a loving father, protecting and guiding as a good 
shepherd, applying discipline to act as a medicine for ailing effects of spiritual struggles, 
and an attentive gardener tending to the soul with care and attention. These images create 
the ethos behind the idea of Spiritual Direction found in the Rule of St. Benedict that can 
be used to establish and likewise teach the faculty and staff that lead Connect Groups at 
Southeastern University. Benedict paints a vivid picture of who a spiritual director is to 
be.   
Marjorie Thompson, a Presbyterian minister and long time practitioner of 
Spiritual Direction, speaks to what a spiritual director does. She defines Spiritual 
Direction as “the relationship of a teacher and learner in the area of practicing the 
spiritual life.”341 It is the guidance one offers another to aid that person in “growing up in 
every way…into Christ” (Eph. 4:15).342  
Spiritual directors serve as guides rather than masters; those who have experience 
or traveled some distance along “the path of the Christian life.” Such guides offer 
markers for the journey, advice to avoid common pitfalls, words of wisdom, parables, 
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and personal examples of Christian life.343 Thompson offers five basics responsibilities of 
spiritual director: 
1. A spiritual guide listens. “A spiritual director can listen us into clarity, helping us 
articulate our thoughts, feelings, questions, and experiences in relation to God.” 
2. A spiritual guide helps us to notice things. “A spiritual mentor can help us pay 
attention to signs of grace, to listen for God’s ‘still, small voice’ in our daily 
encounters and experiences. A guide can also direct our attention to the dynamics 
of our heart, so that we can become more aware of how God speaks to us through 
it.” 
3. A spiritual guide helps us respond to God with greater freedom. “When we begin 
to notice God’s presence, guidance, provision, and challenge in our daily lives, we 
are faced with choices. How shall we respond?” Thompson points out that an 
encounter with God not only calls us to gratitude and praise but also to genuine 
change. Spiritual directors aid in identifying and encouraging one to “respond to 
God in loving obedience.”  
4. A spiritual guide points us to practical disciplines of spiritual growth. Spiritual 
directors can provide much needed guidance to disciplines that can service to 
provide more than a reaction to a momentary experience of grace. They can point 
to modes of prayer, fasting, or spiritual reading tips to establish a mature response 
that is sustained beyond the moment of grace and into a disciplined action. These 
guides cannot only provide disciplines but accountability and encouragement as 
well.  
5. A spiritual guide will love us and pray for us. Thompson notes that the most 
important element offered is that spiritual directors make the love of Christ real 
through companionship. It is in sojourning that we find value, encouragement and 
hope.344  
  
Spiritual directors are, above all, model listeners. Examining Thompson’s five 
responsibilities in light of the three elements of biblical listening established throughout 
this work, it is easy to see the correlation between the two. First, they provide an ear to 
listen to the lives of those they direct, helping discern the activity of God in the life of the 
directee (responsibilities 1 & 2), and in doing so aid in elevating their awareness of Christ 
at work. Second, they aid in the process of discerning not only God’s activity but also the 
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appropriate response, thus aiding in the “understanding” or contextual response. And 
third, the spiritual director points to practical disciplines to aid in a maturing response and 
not just a momentary reaction. Awareness, understanding, and response are seen here in 
the function of a spiritual director.  
Group Direction 
A suggested application for applying these principles to the context of Connect 
Groups would be to adopt a format for group direction that could be adjusted to fit in the 
50-minute time slot allotted for Connect. Alice Fryling, spiritual director and author, 
provides a structure for group direction that can be used to create a new format for 
Connect Groups aimed at incorporating spiritual direction into the program. First, her 
stance is that  
The purpose of spiritual direction groups is formation. Spiritual formation is “a 
process of being conformed to the image of Christ for the sake of others.” The 
intentional goal of group spiritual direction is to help each participant become 
more aware of God in their lives, for the sake of others.345  
 
Here is an example346 based on Fryling’s group format of five participants:  
 Gathering of participants - 5 minutes  
 Opening time of quiet - 15 minutes  
o Possibilities for this time include: silence, quiet music, guided 
meditation, Scripture reading, or spiritual reading  
 Brief check-in time - 10 minutes  
 Group spiritual direction - 30 minutes:  
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o Each member shares for about 2 minutes from their own lives = 10 
minutes 
o Time of silence - 2 minutes  
o Group responds and interacts with directee - 15 minutes  
o Time of silent prayer for directee - 2 minutes  
o Time for directees to debrief about how the experience felt -1 
minute  
Connect groups have approximately 50 minutes to meet each week. Fryling’s 
model is built upon a 1-hour time frame broken into a 30-minute preliminary time of 
preparation (gathering, quieting, check-ins) and 30 minutes for group direction (each 
member sharing, group response and reflection, prayer and debrief). A suggested 
implementation would be to adjust the schedule to fit the time provided and earmark 2-3 
sessions of the allotted 10 for Connect Group meetings to follow this format of group 
direction.  
Also, it should be noted that faculty and staff already serve in the role of directors 
modeling the character of the images Benedict portrays. Connect Group leaders show 
great care and compassion through the dialogue, prayer and Bible study that takes place. 
Stories of group leaders opening their homes and spending additional time individually 
are commonly heard from students. However, their impact would be greatly enhanced by 
training Connect Group leaders in the basic principles and practices of spiritual directors 
in creating a safe environment that fosters listening. This could be accomplished by 
establishing a training curriculum based upon the definition, imagery, responsibilities, 
and adapted model offered in this chapter. The 10-week schedule could be modified to 
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include: an opening session to establish relationship and expectations, two sessions of the 
leader’s preferred method, four sessions formatted on group direction, two dedicated to 
group Lectio Divina, and a final session celebrating the semester’s accomplishments. 
Creating a training session that goes beyond logistics to include these principles, 
practices and format would provide a practice to accomplish the goal of Connect 
Groups—clear training to insure maximum impact and a clear structure for consistency.  
In addition, the campus pastor and members of the Department of Spiritual 
Formation can be formally trained in spiritual direction to offer a more formal approach. 
Second, by adjusting the format of Connect Groups, group direction can be accomplished 
with little effort and significant uniformity. This synthesis would enhance the formation 
at Southeastern by adopting the principles for spiritual direction found within the Rule of 
St. Benedict.  
Conclusion 
The intent of this chapter was to explore the concept of Spiritual Direction as a 
means of enhancing the Connect Group program at Southeastern. The aim was to provide 
a practice for accomplishing the goal of connecting students with faculty and staff for the 
purpose of spiritual formation, provide a means of training leaders, and to establish a 
process for creating consistency among groups. By looking to synthesize the ideas and 
practices of Spiritual Direction within the context of Connect Groups, a practice is 
provided for Connect Groups leaders who seek to come alongside students as loving 
father/mother, a compassionate shepherd, a trusted physician, and an attentive gardener in 
order to help students identify the activity of Christ in their life. Benedict’s rule can be 
adapted to train leaders about the character and disposition of a spiritual director. 
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Included in that training should be Marjorie Thomas’s responsibilities of a spiritual 
director. And lastly, Alice Fryling’s approach to group direction can be adopted to create 
a consistent process for Connect Groups.  
“In some ways, the art of spiritual direction lies in our uncovering of the obvious 
in our lives and in realizing that everyday events are the means by which God tries to 
reach us.”347 Thus spiritual direction and listening in community leads students to look 
inward in order to recognize God at work in everyday life. The final chapter of this work 
focuses on cultivating a mindset referred to as “Everyday Spirituality,” an essential 
component needed to foster a theology of listening and enhance spiritual formation on the 
campus of Southeastern University. 
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CHAPTER 6 
EVERYDAY SPIRITUALITY: 
LISTENING TO THE VOICE OF THOSE IN NEED 
 
Bad listeners do not make good disciples.348 
 
Introduction 
One day a holy monastic was going to town to sell some small articles in order to 
buy food to live on. A cripple on the roadside said, “Where are you going, 
Teacher?” And when the monastic said [he was going] to town, the cripple said, 
“Would you do me the favor of carrying me there with you?” So the Teacher 
carried the paralytic into the town. Then the cripple said, “You can just put me 
down where you sell your wares.” And the Teacher did so. When the monastic 
sold an article, the cripple said, “What did you sell it for?” And when the 
monastic stated the price, the cripple said, “Will you buy me a cake with that?” 
And the Teacher did so. When the selling time was over, the cripple said, “Now 
will you do me the favor of carrying me back to the place you found me?” And 
once more, the Teacher did so. When they arrived at the place where the Teacher 
had found the paralyzed beggar, the cripple said, ‘You are filled with divine 
blessings, in heaven and on earth,” and disappeared. Then the monastic realized 
that the cripple had really been an angel, sent to try both spirit and flesh.349  
 
Benedict espouses that all of life is sacred and every person one comes in contact 
with should be treated as Christ. The rule says, “All guests who present themselves are to 
be welcomed as Christ, for he himself will say: I was a stranger and you welcomed me” 
(RB 53). For Benedict, the call to listen is intended to include all of life. Thus, the call to 
listen, for those who claim Christian discipleship, is more than a call to heed the voice of 
Christ in Scripture or the voice of wisdom through a spiritual director; it is a call to hear 
those in need in the world around them. Continuing to unfold Chittister’s framework of 
Benedictine listening, this chapter will examine Benedict’s emphasis on listening to the 
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world. This chapter will examine a faulty paradigm, which hinders a disciple’s capacity 
to listen for God at work in all areas of life. It will define the problem as a bifurcated 
spirituality that deems certain activities as sacred and other as secular. This faulty 
paradigm results in a diminished capacity to listen as called for by Christ and modeled by 
Benedict. 
The Benedictine insight of “everyday spirituality” will be offered as a solution to 
this problem and a foundation for listening to the world. This concept is predicated upon 
the rule’s holistic approach to formation. For Benedict, all of life is spiritual and every 
task undertaken is sacred. This stands in stark contrast to the dualistic, bifurcated 
spirituality that has been prevalent in the Western Church. By examining and promoting 
the paradigm that Christ is at work in the whole of one’s life, disciples are challenged to 
live life listening to both Christ and those around them in the ordinary moments of life.  
Defining the Problem 
There are two contributing factors to this deafness: a faulty paradigm of sacred vs 
secular, and the preoccupation with the supernatural or spectacular. Both ideas foster a 
fragmented life failing to recognize God in the ordinary, everyday parts of life. This also 
results in failing to be aware of the needs of others. The first, through a flawed paradigm, 
relegates spirituality to certain activities and locations rather than viewing all of life as 
sacred and spiritual. The second deafness is because the disciplined life of intention and 
routine has been sacrificed for the pursuit of the spectacular and entertaining. A closer 
look at these flawed paradigms is needed. 
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Secular vs Sacred  
The first element is the faulty paradigm of sacred vs secular. The premise of the 
problem is a paradigm that attempts to separate faith from ordinary life. It does so by 
codifying events and experiences as holy or profane, sacred or secular. This was 
highlighted in a recent study conducted by David Kinneman of the Barna group. He 
reports that many of the interviews conducted among young Christians focused on “the 
false dichotomy they feel between the church world and the outside world.”350 The 
interviewees expressed a disconnect with such a fragmented spirituality.  
There are two key terms required for a proper discussion of this problem: sacred 
and secular. Philip Shelldrake provides insight into these terms and their genesis.351 He 
looks at Christian spirituality and highlights a series of polarities that exist in the 
Christian spiritual tradition that often mask theological assumptions. These polarities 
often express a hierarchy of value. They include:  
Inwardness versus outer existence, personal experience versus social action 
(which tends to underpin a separation of spirituality and ethics), and elevated 
spiritual realm versus the mundane, and idealized future versus the present. At the 
root of these polarities lies a more fundamental contrast—between “the sacred 
and the secular.”352 
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In his attempt to identify the assumptions behind these definitions, Sheldrake 
identifies the sacred as the “lived experience” of God and notes this stands in tandem 
with the human spirit and desire to maximize its potential.353 He poses the question that 
helps frame the issue, “Where do we locate the sacred? And where is the human spirit 
most truly itself? The inference is that the sacred is ‘wholly other’ from the mundane and 
separated from everyday life and experience.”354 He outlines that what is sacred is 
essentially different from all other aspects of life and, therefore, can have no integration 
with anything that is not sacred. Thus, for this work, the idea of sacred refers to special 
experiences with God that are essentially unlike a person’s day-to-day experience. This 
includes rituals, practices, and events that promote this special experience. 
The definition of secular, or in some instances profane, provides additional 
complexity as one notes its historical progression. In pre-Christian antiquity, profane 
implied what lay “outside the temple precinct” and simply referred to everyday life.355 
However, according to Mircea Elidae, the meaning shifted under the weight of 
Christianity high doctrine of the everyday to take on a much more narrow and “negative 
connotation to what is actively opposed to the “sacred.”356 Thereby, the term secular is 
the neutral sphere of the saeculum, the Latin for “this age,” space and time, the here and 
now. It is used to refer to that which lies between the lived experience and that which is 
actively opposed to the sacred.  
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The implication then is that the secular lies outside the special experience of God 
(sacred) and, therefore, has less value in the life of a disciple. Events and experiences 
deemed sacred are seen with a sense of “otherness” and relegated as important to God 
and assigned a greater value, seen as vital for spiritual growth. Existing on the other side 
of this division are the ordinary things of life that are deemed of less value and bare little 
to no spiritual significance—secular. This approach to the Christian experience creates a 
false disconnect between faith and life and has left Christians with a bifurcated 
spirituality. The implication is that certain areas or events of life deserve more attention 
(sacred) while the mundane moments of life (secular) offer little eternal value.  
Tom Sine referred to this bifurcation as “dualistic discipleship.”357 It can be 
expressed by relegating the spiritual life or God to a particular time and place to be 
experienced, i.e. chapel services, Sunday worship services, mission trips, etc. Thus, 
people participate in religious activities as special events that are disconnected from the 
rest of life.358  
However, this approach to faith stands in opposition to that of the early church 
whose faith was “a life of doxology as much as orthodoxy.”359 It was as much “lived as it 
was confessed.”360 Joel Elowsky agrees: “We often separate the two, living a life of 
bifurcated spirituality. In the early church, those who did not live the faith as a life of 
worship to God in faithful obedience to his word were not considered to have truly 
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confessed the faith.”361 Alister McGrath acknowledges that today, faith has somehow 
been cut off from everyday life creating a paradox between this new reality and the 
teaching of Jesus.362 He states, 
Jesus Christ himself used everyday events and images to present the good news of 
the Kingdom of God. Things that everyone was familiar with from everyday 
life—like the planting of seeds, the lighting of lamps, or finding something that 
had been lost—become channels for the good news.363 
 
In addition, McGrath points to the teaching of Paul as well, noting the treatment 
of key phrases that paint a clear picture of faith as mere jargon or “technical terms” for 
Christian conversation.364 He claims that such a bifurcation has resulted in “lost sight of 
the vividness and power of these images.”365 Ester De Waal suggests this dualism,  
…Has been common for so long in the West and which I feel has done such 
damage to our Christian understanding, which finds a split between the sacred and 
the profane, and introduces this terrible divide into our lives. Such a dichotomy is 
not found in Benedict.366   
 
Brent Peery acknowledged in his work on Benedict’s rule among evangelicals, 
that this disconnect is a challenge to contemporary discipleship.367 Perry claims that 
discipleship has been hindered by a dualism that separates secular from sacred.368  
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Origins and Consequences 
Peery’s premise is that through the secularization of Western society, Christians 
have increasingly detached their spiritual lives from their everyday lives. His work traces 
its origins to Hellenistic philosophy and contemporary development to secularization of 
Western society, which resulted in the church being pushed to the margins of society. 
Philip Sheldrake notes, “To some extent, the separations of theology from human 
experience came about because believers internalized a post-reformation, post-
enlightenment opposition between the ‘secular’ and ‘sacred’ spheres of human life.”369 
Tom Sine agrees that the origins can be found in our Hellenistic and Enlightenment 
past.370 He states, 
Francis Bacon, writing in the sixteenth century, drew another sharp line that 
reinforced this Platonic dualism. He metaphorically took a sword and divided the 
world in half. He said that on one side of the line are the “words of God,” which 
have to do with the world of the spirit. He assigned this realm to the theologians. 
On the other side of the line, he stated, are the “works of God”— that’s the larger 
natural world that had his keen attention. In that simple act of dividing the “words 
of God” from the “works of God,” Bacon inadvertently divided spirit from body, 
evicted the Creator from the creation, and created a dualistic worldview that has 
come to pervade modern culture and has directly contributed to our dualistic view 
of life and faith.371 
The effect of this “dualistic discipleship” and crux of Peery’s argument is that 
faith in the West has grown increasing compartmentalized. However, faith cannot be 
compartmentalized without having grave effects. A person’s sense of the world and 
ultimately how he or she chooses to live is the product of the frameworks of belief that he 
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or she carry within them.372 Thus how one believes, shapes his or her experiences and 
ultimately their behavior. If faith is compartmentalized then faith is marginalized. As 
previously mentioned, for the early church, faith was meant to be lived out and called for 
a reorienting of how one lived. The call to discipleship is holistic rather than selective. 
Jesus’ call to follow was a call for total commitment. It was the call to leave family and 
follow him. His call to sell everything and follow demands is all-inclusive and cannot be 
fragmented as sacred and secular. The result of this view is the compartmentalization of 
faith, which produces a lack of awareness, a failure to listen for Christ at work in the 
experience of life. If God is to be found in the sacred then the rest of life is to be lived 
with no anticipation of the divine, no practice of listening for Christ from outside of 
worship events. It is to fail to recognize the needs of those around the believer as Christ at 
work in the brokenness of humanity. It is the claim of this work that the effect of this 
bifurcation is a deafness—a failing to hear.  
A growing number of people do not make the connection between Christian 
activity (i.e. worship service, devotional life, missions work) and their work life. Sine 
notes:  
In this dualistic discipleship model, following Christ is for too many of us reduced 
to little more than fifteen minutes in the morning and two hours on Sunday. In this 
model, we wind up with a highly privatized and spiritualized piety that is often 
largely disconnected from the rest of our lives.373  
The assumption that our spirituality is relegated only to a moral code, personal 
devotions and corporate worship at pre-determined times, is to thus imply the rest of life 
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is somehow detached from our spiritual journey. This concept, also known as bifurcation, 
is a plague in western culture. It implies that Sunday and Wednesday, (typical days of 
worship) are holy and sacred but someone’s work place is secular. It is to declare certain 
moments and events as set apart and holy and other mundane or normative acts such as 
work, neighborhood relationships, etc. as secular or of reduced spiritual value.  
 Applied to the context of Southeastern University, chapel would be considered 
sacred, but the classroom as secular. Chapel is the place where one goes to experience 
God and subsequently grow spiritually. For the Pentecostal, a greater sense of emphasis 
is found on the experience. Gathering together carries with it the expectation of 
experiencing the presence of God. It is more than a service; it is an encounter. On the 
other side of this lies the secular, the classroom, where one gains knowledge to secure a 
good job, prepare for the future and maximize one’s potential.374 Consequently, this 
bifurcated spirituality misses the principle that all of life counts. It fails to anticipate that 
the sacred goes beyond the worship service or special event. This faulty mindset affects 
one’s capacity to hear, to be aware. Just as we are called to be aware of the voice of 
Christ calling out to us in Scripture, we are to be aware of the voice of the broken, the 
needy, and the poor whose circumstance and struggle call out at work, at home, in the 
city. The disciple who adheres to this mindset can be likened to the seed in Mark 4 
choked out by the cares of the world around them. The expectation of growing in Christ 
must be accompanied by viewing Christ in all of life.   
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 The sacred vs secular polarity at the university can be seen in the separation of the 
classroom from the chapel. Students deem what happens in chapel as an experience with 
God that has effect on their relationship with Christ. However, the classroom is often 
only seen as a place for preparing for a career rather than understanding that a person’s 
career cannot be separated from their spirituality. The two are a part of one whole, 
making the classroom a sacred place of learning and preparation.  
Supernaturalism and the Pentecostal Tradition  
 The second issue is the preoccupation with the spectacular, the pursuit of a single 
moment of grace rather at the expense of a lifestyle of discipline. “The Christian spiritual 
life is much more than transcendent experiences or a once-in-a-lifetime mystical 
encounter.”375  Corrine Ware, author of Saint Benedict on the Freeway: A Rule of Life for 
the 21st Century, highlights a trend towards the transcendent. It is the search for God in 
the extraordinary moments of faith. It is the idea of finding God in the miraculous and 
spectacular. It is found in the pursuit of a mystical experience often times during a 
worship gathering.  
 The Pentecostal tradition placed this expectation on a revival service filled with 
ecstatic worship and emotive altar calls. It is the pursuit of a transformation moment 
where the congregant experiences a heightened sense of God’s presence accompanied by 
some sort of consolation or breakthrough moment. It is where God interrupts the ordinary 
with a new grace, an answered prayer or experience of God’s goodness. Pentecostals 
strove for new spiritual “heights” through their services and prayers, preparing 
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themselves for the immanent eschaton.376 The tradition of the Pentecostal movement is 
founded upon such experiences, most often noticed at its agreed upon genesis, the Azusa 
Street Revivals. Grant Wacker details that the teachers in the Pentecostal movement 
“urged that the second experience in the order of salvation was properly understood as a 
series of experiences that equipped believers for extraordinary feats of witness and 
service. They called it an endowment of power.”377 Overwhelming accounts are recorded 
of people being healed, experiencing the gift of tongues and feeling called to foreign 
countries to proclaim the Gospel.  
 These early Pentecostals were attempting to “restore” the supernatural activity of 
the early church, which they believed had been lost by the church.378 Wacker highlights 
how some scholars argue that this “restorative” emphasis in the Pentecostal movement 
was an attempt to “escape” the troubles of the early twentieth century through “‘almost 
wholly otherworldly, symbolic, and psychotherapeutic’ benefits of supernaturalist 
religion.”379 For decades, this was the hallmark of the Assemblies of God movement and 
thus experience in some microcosm at Southeastern since its inception. This type of 
revival service, marked by such activity, in and of itself isn’t bad. However, it can give 
way to sensationalism that fuels the mindset that to encounter God it must be in the 
context of a “supernatural atmosphere” that is experienced in a worship service. Under 
this dichotomy, Pentecostalism—especially in the context of Southeastern University—
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has lately struggled to connect the experience of the service to everyday life. Daniel 
Tomberlin, ordained Church of God minister, laments: 
We know something essential is missing; we have the latest audio and video 
materials; we are singing the latest in contemporary worship songs; we are 
celebrating; we are worshipping louder and longer; and we are leaving our 
churches entertained and even encouraged, but not transformed.380 
   
 Corrine Ware describes such events as “watershed times,” and argues that these 
moments create openness to the activity of God in a person’s life. Moments such as these 
are important because they create markers in the spiritual life of a person. She notes 
however, “What is lacking, it appears, is a continuous, daily consciousness of God versus 
momentary inspirations.”381 Without some sort of movement to become aware of God 
outside of the supernatural moments, one is in danger of replacing God with the 
supernatural moments. The German friar Meister Eckhart observed, “Whoever seeks God 
in some special Way, will gain the Way and lose God who is hidden in the Way. But 
whoever seeks God without any special Way, finds Him as He really is.”382 Unless one 
can learn to hear God outside of the experiential service, one can never truly hear God in 
the experiential service. These issues result in a two-fold deafness, a failure of awareness 
that God is at work in every aspect of life and a failure to listen to the voice of those in 
need. 
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Framing the Solution383 
John Stott, an evangelical scholar who embraced the priority of listening, offers a 
way to approaching this problem that presents a functional framework for examining 
Benedict’s rule. Stott calls for a double listening: a listening that has one ear turned 
towards God and the other towards humanity. He states,  
For Christian witnesses stand between the Word and the world, with the 
consequent obligation to listen to both. We listen to the Word in order to discover 
ever more the riches of Christ. And we listen to the world in order to discern 
which of Christ’s riches are needed most and how to present them in their best 
there.384 
Disciples should intentionally seek to hear the voice of Christ in Scripture but also 
be attentive to one another and the world around them. Listening, for Stott, is two sides of 
the same coin: Christ on one and humanity on the other. He does not claim that each 
voice holds equal influence. On the contrary, God offers grace for broken humanity; he is 
the voice of those in need. Listening to humanity can be accomplished by paying 
attention to three voices of need that Stott identifies: the voice of the lost, the voice of the 
marginalized and oppressed, and the voice of community. 
Stott’s first call is to listen to the voice of those lost—those who have never heard 
the name of Jesus or having heard him still living in lost-ness.385 He deems listening as an 
essential component for proclaiming the Gospel. The better way, according to Stott, is to 
listen before speaking—to enter the other’s world in order to share the Gospel with them 
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in a way that speaks to their need.386 Awareness places us in proximity to the lost; 
understanding enables disciples to contextualize the Gospel and response moves disciples 
to proclaim the good new of Christ. Dietrich Bonhoeffer says, “We should listen with the 
ears of God that we may speak the word of God.”387 
Second, he identifies the voice of the “poor and the hungry, the dispossess and the 
oppressed.”388 Proverbs 21:13 says, “If a man shuts his ears to the cry of the poor, he too 
will cry out and not be answered.” For Stott, deafness is a failure of discipleship; it is 
missing the point and key element of our spiritual growth. He states, “To turn a deaf ear 
to somebody is a signal mark of disrespect. If one refuses to listen to a person, he or she 
is essentially saying they do not consider that person worth listening to.”389 Benedict’s 
instructions were: “Great care and concern are to be shown in receiving poor people and 
pilgrims because in them more particularly Christ is received.” (RB 53:15). 
Third, is the call to listen to one another. The ministry of listening should 
permeate the community one creates. Friends, family, coworkers should all be afforded 
an authentic hearing. Dietrich Bonhoeffer conveys this priority in his classic work Life 
Together. He states,  
The first service that one owes to others in the fellowship consists in listening to 
them. Just as love to God begins with listening to his Word, so the beginning of 
love for the brethren is learning to listen to them. It is God’s love for us that he 
not only gives us his Word but also lends us his ear. So it is his work that we do 
for our brother when we learn to listen to him. Christians, especially ministers, so 
often think they must always contribute something when they are in the company 
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of others, that this is the one service they have to render. They forget that listening 
can be a greater service than speaking.390  
 
Everyday Spirituality 
Benedict’s rule offers a solution to the problem by prompting the idea of listening 
to the world around us. This listening begins with a call to be aware that God is present in 
all of life.  
A basic premise of the Rule is the principle that God is everywhere, all the time, 
and thus that every element of our ordinary day is potentially holy. Benedict 
places the primacy of spiritual discipline squarely into the midst of the ordinary: 
the consecrated life is not set-apart-ness but nearness to God in all that we do and 
are.391 
Scholar David Robinson, in his work on Benedictine spirituality as “Ancient 
Paths,” refers to this concept as “Everyday Spirituality.”392 He points to a sentence within 
Benedict’s rule that he reveres as “one of the most astonishing sentences found in classic 
Christian writings.”393 Benedict writes, “He will regard all utensils and goods of the 
monastery as sacred vessels of the altar, aware that nothing is to be neglected” (RB 
31:10-11). In the midst of Benedict’s chapters on ordinary chores (everyday life), he 
makes the bold inference that all of life is sacred. He elevates the common everyday 
tools, ladle, pot, rake and shovel “to the same holy status as pulpits and baptismal.”394 
Benedict held the view that all life is sacrament. This might be the reason why the 
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sacraments are scarcely mentioned in the rule.395 The vision Benedict is casting for his 
community is that of people committed to listening with the ear of the heart; listening for 
the voice of Christ. The person committed to living awake or aware of God’s eternal 
presence does so by seeking to discern daily how to translate his words into obedient 
action. Norvene Vest states, 
Benedict perceives God as present immediately and actively within the ordinary 
materials and interactions of each day. Every encounter, every incident during the 
day is grist for the mill of the ongoing God-human communication. No activity 
too small or too unimportant to mediate the holy. Living one’s faith this way 
results in a much deepened attentiveness to each moment, for we learn that the 
specific ordinariness of a thing or a person also reveals a more “dense” reality, 
that is, its glory.396 
 
Everyday Spirituality calls for a double listening: awareness to God at work in our 
everyday lives as well as awareness to the needs of those in the world. 
Listening to Others as a Means of Mission 
Chittister notes, “It does not take much to hear in our own language. What takes 
sanctity is to be able to hear in the tongue of the other.”397 The idea of listening to the 
world around is the concept of mission. It is the part of the rule that reminds us that life 
isn’t about us, but about others. It is the double listening that John Stott refers to: having 
one ear tuned towards Christ discovering afresh his grace and mercy while having the 
other ear listening to the world around us in order to determine what grace is most 
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needed. Chittister refers to this concept as listening in stereo and warns of a common 
deafness398: 
The simple fact is that everybody lives listening to something. But few live a life 
attuned on every level. Benedictine spirituality doesn’t allow for selective 
perception; it insists on breadth, on a full range of hearing, on total alert. We have 
to learn to hear on every level at once if we are really to become whole. The 
problem is that most of us are deaf in at least one ear. We have to learn to listen to 
Scripture. And we have to learn to listen to life around us.399  
Norvene Vest states the listening opens us to the “gifts God may be offering us 
and others,” and expands our capacity to “receive what is beyond our power to 
provide.”400 Listening postures us as a means of God’s grace, as a sacrament holy and 
ready for service. Benedict urges this type of listening to one another in the rule as he 
instructs his monks to be attentive to one another’s needs and to the superior’s words of 
instruction (RB 38:5-9).401 
Benedicts Call to Listen to Each Other 
Benedict issues a strong admonition in regards to how monks are supposed to 
approach others in their community. He writes, “Anticipate one another with honor, most 
patiently enduring one another’s infirmities, whether of body or character; vie in paying 
obedience to one another, tender love chastely, fear God in love; love one another” (RB 
72:4-10).  
Chittister comments, “It takes a lot of listening to hear the needs of those around 
us before they even speak them. But there is no good human community without it. 
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Listening and love are clearly of a piece.”402 A rule grounded in listening focuses on 
those around us that we can affect by living out the Gospel with them.  
Faith turned inward becomes lifeless religion. Faith unfocused walks deafly by 
those we come in contact with each day crying out for help. Faith undirected can miss the 
mark of compassionate care. Joan Chittister describes this from a monastic perspective. 
She writes:  
We prayed a great deal when I was a young nun. We prayed seven times a day for 
over three hours in all. In another language. On a rigid schedule. But no one ever 
came into our dining room. No poor slept in our houses. No children cried in our 
chapels. No refugees came to our doors. No one even thought to look to us for 
clothing or shelter or support or conviction about anything. We lived in one 
world. People lived in another. And we all prayed.403 
This is the same temptation that people of faith living outside of a monastery face. 
They attend church services to perform religious acts that bring them comfort but fail to 
engage with people outside the walls of their church. They fail to avail themselves to the 
hurting people at their work. Practices or spiritual disciplines must have an end result 
beyond the person practicing them. There must be a constant reminder that it is in the 
meeting the needs of others that the believer is actually cared for by the Savior. Here 
again the Theology of Listening can be used as a framework for listening to the world.  
Awareness calls us to pay attention, to intentionally seek to be open to those you 
come in contact with. Understanding when one’s conscience is engaged he or she can 
appropriate the work of Christ in the context of our life. The question should be asked, 
“Knowing what I know about Christ and this person’s need, how then should I respond?” 
                                                 
402 Chittister, Wisdom Distilled, 19. 
403 Ibid., 18. 
148 
 
It is accepting responsibility to respond appropriately. It’s what Stott refers to as double 
listening as one seeks to pair the needs of humanity with the gifts Christ so eagerly offers: 
hope, forgiveness, salvation, compassion, etc. It is not enough to be aware, or merely 
contextualize, but true listening demands a response. Overlaying the Theology of 
Listening onto the concept of the “world,” it places the responsibility for disciples to be 
aware of those relationships they have, seeking to understand the needs of others and 
respond accordingly with the appropriate gifts of God. “Our spiritual practices teach us to 
greet Christ in everything, and to bear the joy of that meeting. Every action becomes an 
offering: lifting up to God all that we hold (including our very selves), finding ourselves 
enfolded within the liberating will of God, and returning transformed into the very 
materiality of the world.”404  
Thus, a listening rule redirects the believer back to the “other” and keeps believers 
from becoming myopic and self-centered. It prevents believers from being lazy and 
falling into the idea that what they have been blessed with was ultimately for the 
believers alone. A rule of life aimed at listening to the world cultivates a heart of 
generosity.  When a believer’s heart listens for the needs of others, his or her eyes begin 
to focus through the lens of generosity.  
Conclusion 
The rule calls for disciples to listen to both the creator and the created. It is the 
call to listen beyond the pages of Scripture and the voice behind the podium and into the 
workplace and everyday world in which one lives. Chittister’s framework claims that the 
Rule of St. Benedict called for a four-fold listening: to the rule itself, the Gospels, each 
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other and the world around us. The priority of listening to Scripture is obvious. How can 
one know and hear the voice of Christ in all of life unless first he/she trains 
himself/herself to hear it in Scripture? The real test is a disciple’s capacity to hear the 
world around them; not in an artificial social media campaign that demands only that a 
person press the like button, but an authentic hearing that peaks the awareness of other’s 
brokenness, calls for deeper understanding of responsibility, and demands clear response. 
It has been set forth in this work that the formation process cannot be relegated to 
particular activities or events, rather it must entail the whole of life. The result, then, is 
that disciples are called to live all of life listening for Christ at work in the ordinary life as 
well as the voice of those in need. The process of listening as defined in chapter two is 
again seen here. Disciples are called to live in the awareness of God’s work in everyday 
life, understand their role as sacramental instruments of grace, and respond appropriately.   
Practical examples  
The final component of this chapter is to offer the addition of a new ritual that can 
serve to promote a mindset of living aware of God’s activity within the context of 
Southeastern University. Everyday spirituality requires a “continuous, daily 
consciousness of God versus momentary inspirations.”405 Corrine Ware states, “unless we 
are intentional and deliberate, unless we give some thought and energy to how we will 
foster a deeper awareness of God, we will always wish for it, but never have it.”406  As 
previously mentioned, what seems to be missing is a daily desire and method that focuses 
our attention toward God. In a frenetic world filled with varying voices competing for our 
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attention, a disciple’s efforts must be focused on faithful rituals and first-hand 
experiences. The idea and even language of ritual is both foreign and resisted by the 
Pentecostal tradition. Embracing rituals as Pentecostals is counterintuitive to our 
denomination. How can we embrace what our forefathers rejected as dry and dead 
religion? How can we not? To reject rituals is to foster the myopic approach to formation 
that emerged from our ahistorical stance. Rather than reject all ritual as lifeless and dead, 
why not synthesize ritual and repurpose it as a methodology to engage the Holy Spirit? 
James K. Smith suggests that rituals have the capacity to be tangible ways in which God 
can grab the believer’s attention, redirect believers and empower believers to bear his 
image. They are opportunities for the Spirit to meet the believing community where they 
are.407 He notes, 
We need not be afraid of ritual. If we appreciate that God created us as incarnate, 
embodied creatures, then we will see that his grace is lovingly extended to us in 
ways that meet us where we are: in the tangible, embodied practice of Spirit-
charged rituals.408  
A new ritual or practice can be added to the formation practices at Southeastern 
University to increase daily awareness, a simplified expression of Opus Dei. First, 
praying the hours, or what the monks refer to as Opus Dei, which means the “work of 
God,” is offered as a means to create a continuous and easy familiarity with the fact of 
God’s presence in each day.409  
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The daily offices are set times throughout each day that monks are called to 
prayer. Benedictine communities form their entire lives around this rhythm of daily 
prayer. “Offices” comes from the Latin officium, which means “duty”.410 The rule reads, 
“The prophet says: Seven times a day have I praised you (Ps 118[119]:164). We will 
fulfill this sacred number of seven if we satisfy our obligations of service at Lauds, 
Prime, Terce, Sext, None, Vespers and Compline” (RB 16.1-2). Chapter 16 of the rule 
lays out in more detail how the offices were to be conducted.  
 
Table 5. Hours of Prayer 
Hours of Prayer 
Traditional Name Name of Office Today Time 
Vigils (or Matins) Office Readings Midnight 
Lauds Morning Prayer 6am-11am 
(Prime) (No longer generally used) (6am-7am) 
Terce Midmorning Prayer 9am 
Sext Midday Prayer Noon 
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None (rhymes with “tone”) Midafternoon Prayer 3pm 
Vespers Evening Prayer 3pm-6pm 
Compline Night Prayer Before Bed 
 
 
Each office consists of prayers, a psalm, allotted Scripture readings, canticles, and 
the Lord’s Prayer.  Fixed-hour prayer is one of the oldest forms of Christian discipline 
and can be traced back to Judaism. Although Benedict did not create them, he adapted the 
models available to him and suited them for a monk’s life.  
It is not feasible that most outside of the monastery could practically adhere to 
Benedict’s structure, but what this discipline does offer is the opportunity to transform 
time. Therefore, the aim here is to understand the significance of daily office, fostering a 
more consistent awareness of Christ throughout the day, and create a unique expression 
that is functional for Southeastern University. The goal is to learn how to steal time.  
Gabreill O’Donnell refers to the Daily Office as a means of “stealing time” from 
the ordinary activities of life in order to be present to God and listen for the movements 
of the Holy Spirit.411 This idea of stealing time can be seen in the Acts of the Apostles 
(Acts 3: 1; see also 10: 2-3, 30) where Peter and John “were going up to the temple at the 
hour of prayer, the ninth hour.” O’Donnell noted that when the apostles stole time away, 
that time was transformed from the ordinary chronos to kairos. The Greeks had two 
                                                 
411 Robin Maas and Gabriel O'Donnell, "Praying the Office: Time Stolen for God," in Spiritual 
Traditions for the Contemporary Church (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990), Kindle, loc. 5984. 
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words for time, chronos, which is still used today, refers to time that can be measured, i.e. 
chronological. It is a quantitative word, whereas karios is a qualitative word. It refers to 
time as opportunity, i.e. the right moment or favorable moment.412 When time is stolen 
for the purpose of being present to God, time is transformed. When this opportunity is 
taken, a hectic moment (chronos) filled with the mundane turns into the right moment 
(karios), as one seeks to be fully aware of God’s presence. This is the power of the office, 
of a ritual of remembering; an intentional and consistent pattern of focusing on Christ.  
Thus, to make time holy through the Prayer of the Hours is not to rescue it from 
the alien world of the secular; it is the living out of the mystery of Christ from moment to 
moment.413 “Prayer of the Hours consecrates time, not by changing it and making it other 
than it is, but by admitting it to be what it is already—God’s time.”414 Thus, “Divine” or 
“Daily” Office, as it came to be called, was seen as the “sanctification” of time.415   
For the average college student, to pray all seven offices would be impractical and 
unlikely, even for the ministry majors. However, to adopt the principle of stealing time, 
and the tradition of the bells, a rhythm of remembrance can be established to foster a 
culture of listening.  
Looking to mirror the hours of Lauds, Sext, and None, a daily routine of 
awareness and reflection will be established. The concept of fixed prayer can be adapted 
on the campus of Southeastern by marrying an ancient practice with the benefits of 
                                                 
412 Ibid., loc. 5984. 
413 Maas and O’Donnell, “Praying the Office,” loc. 6035-6036. 
414 Ware, Saint Benedict on the Freeway, loc. 997-998. 
415 Maas and O’Donnell, “Praying the Office,” loc. 6030. 
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modern technology. Social media and a campus speaker system can be used as method of 
reminding the campus to refocus on Christ and others throughout the day. The campus is 
currently outfitted with a speaker system designed to play music and announcements 
along the walkways as students and faculty are headed to class. The chapel, centrally 
located in the academic area of campus, is also equipped with an integrated speaker 
system to simulate the sound of bells tolling. In addition, the Department of Spiritual 
Formation’s social media can be utilized as a means of promoting listening, reflection, 
and awareness on campus.  
This work proposes that three times a day (lauds, sext, none), the campus audio 
system play the sounds of bells tolling for 15-30 seconds during each of these times as a 
means of reminding students, staff, and faculty to live each moment of the day fully 
present to God and others. In conjunction, the Department of Spiritual Formation will 
post on their social media accounts various reminders that include but are not limited to 
an excerpt from the days Life Journal Reading, a question prompting reading to respond 
to someone’s need today, a current missions focus for prayer. The bells toll as a simple 
reminder of Christ’s presence, as social media provides a prompt for listening, that 
focuses on raising awareness, prompting reflection or calling for a response to those in 
need.  
This simple process will be taught as part of the overall formation process at 
Southeastern and taught during freshman orientation, first semester chapel services, as 
well as incorporated into the small group programming. By incorporating the idea of 
“everyday spirituality” through this daily rhythm, students will learn to listen for God in 
all of life as well as the needs of others. The intended outcome is that students stop living 
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bifurcated lives that compartmentalize their faith and begin to live each day fully 
awakened to the presence of God and the needs of others. For the Pentecostal, the idea of 
God at work in all of life unleashes the belief that God’s presence is not only found in 
worship services but can be experienced in all aspects of life. It prompts students to begin 
to expect God to move in extraordinary ways in ordinary moments. By adapting this 
simple rhythm, students open themselves up to the work of the Holy Spirit in the 
classroom, relationships, and movements of daily life on campus.   
Lectio is the Benedictine practice to foster a daily habit of listening for the voice 
of Christ. Spiritual directors aid in listening to one another in order to discern the activity 
of God and glean the wisdom of experience. Embracing the sanctity of the mundane is 
learning to listen for God and his work in one’s life, and learning to heed the voice of 
those in need. These practices and insights create a contemplative counterbalance to 
Southeastern’s overtly activist approach to formation.  
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSION 
 
If students are going to grow spiritually during their tenure at Southeastern and 
beyond, they must adapt a rule of life that guides them to listen to the voice of Christ in 
Scripture, the voice of wisdom from spiritual directors, and the voice of those in need in 
the world around them. Also, if Southeastern University is to live out its mission of 
empowering students to grow spiritually, it must synthesize the principles and practices 
of the Rule of St. Benedict with its current practices to create a new model of spiritual 
formation.  
The problem this work addresses is a problem of discipleship on the campus of 
Southeastern University. This problem reflects the state of discipleship in America and 
the unique issues that originate from the university’s Pentecostal roots. First, discipleship 
in American is in decline due to busy lifestyles and growing complacency.416 Research 
indicates that many Christians lack a clear process to grow spiritually or the motivation to 
engage in discipleship.417 Secondly, Southeastern’s primarily activist approach to 
formation, consisting of chapel services, missions work, and small groups, fails to 
provide a clear process for growth, a foundational theology, and a holistic approach to 
formation that combats a bifurcated spirituality. What is needed is a clearly defined 
process that adds to this activist approach—a contemplative counterbalance—creating a 
new model of spiritual formation. What is needed is a rule of life. Thus, Southeastern 
                                                 
416 Barna Group. The State of Discipleship, report. Ventura: Barna Group 2015, 10, accessed 
January 5, 2016. https://barna.org/research/leaders-pastors/research-release/new-research-state-of-
descipleship#.VoxwzZMrLdc. 
417 Ibid. 
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University’s process of spiritual formation will be enhanced by synthesizing the 
theological insights and spiritual practices from the Rule of St. Benedict. 
A Guiding Theology and a Call to Listen 
The first step of this synthesis was to offer a biblical foundation. Mark 4, The 
Parable of the Sower, was examined, and from the research, the priority of listening was 
established as a primary teaching of Jesus, a foundational principle for disciples, and a 
reliable framework synthesizing Benedictine spirituality within the context of 
Southeastern University. Therefore, listening lies at the core of discipleship and should be 
the single aim of a student’s journey with Christ—to live in dialogical relationship. There 
are two implications that emerge from of a Theology of Listening found in Mark 4. First, 
the Word, which represents Christ, is sown generously and to all. This implies God is 
speaking to his people and continues to speak today. This begs the question then: are 
students attuning their ear to God’s voice? Second, students must understand that a 
person’s capacity to hear directly affects the fruitfulness of the seed (God’s word). The 
word of God was sown to each soil, but it was the condition of this soil that determined 
the fruitfulness. This is the diathesis of a theology of listening—a middle voice that 
requires students to actively participate in the work God is accomplishing.  
For discipleship, it is significant that Jesus doesn’t just offer two variations of soil 
in his parable, but four. He doesn’t just say there is good soil and bad soil, but four 
different types of soils demonstrating the process a disciple must participate in to engage 
a Theology of Listening. First, Jesus uses the seed sown along the path, to represent 
people who hear the Word but do not receive it. He indicates that Satan takes away the 
seed that was sown. Next in the parable, is the seed sown in rocky places. Jesus explained 
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that this seed sprang up quickly, but, due to shallow soil, the sun withered it up. The 
implication is that people hear and accept the Word with joy but do not possess the roots 
to endure persecution or hard times. Third is the seed sown among the thorns. These are 
those who hear the Word but the worries of this life, distractions of wealth, and divided 
devotion choke out the seed.  
These metaphors illustrate three examples of failure to truly listen. First, are those 
that fail to recognize and subsequently fail to hear God speaking and thus forfeit the seed 
that was sown.  Second, are those that hear but fail to grow in understanding of what has 
been said.  This also nullifies any fruitfulness of the seed. Third, are those who 
acknowledge what they hear, understand what has been said, but fail to obey.  All three 
of these are examples of failed hearing that result in failed fruitfulness.    
However, what is found in the final soil, the good soil, is the DNA of authentic 
Christian listening. Verse twenty indicates, “Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the 
word, accept it, and produce a crop—some thirty, some sixty, some a hundred times what 
was sown.” True biblical listening comes as we hear God’s Word (receive it), understand 
it (accept it), and act upon it (produce a crop).  
Therefore, a Theology of Listening challenges students to approach life as a 
responsive interaction with God. It calls for a posture of listening that positions them to 
respond to the leading of the Holy Spirit who guides them into all truth, prompts them to 
discern the activity of God, and empowers them to live out the Christ-life. It is a 
dialogical relationship between the creator and the created. It demands that students 
intentionally cultivate an awareness of God that breaks through the noise of life in order 
to acknowledge the activity of God. The biblical definition of listening moves beyond 
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passive receptivity and into faith-filled response. This approach is a valid counterbalance 
to the predominantly activist mode of formation at Southeastern University.  
A Historical Model 
 The Rule of St. Benedict has served as a proven model of spiritual formation for 
more than 1,500 years. The rule is reflective of the theology of listening gleaned from 
Mark 4. The first sentence of Saint Benedict’s rule is not only the call to listen but also an 
explanation of the “full significance of listening: complete attention of the whole person; 
good will; implementation.”418 He writes, “Listen, O my son, to the teachings of your 
master, and turn to them with the ear of your heart. Willingly accept the advice of a 
devoted father and put it into action” (RB Prol. 1). Benedict’s call to listen goes far 
behind his introductory words; it permeates the entire rule and offers practices and 
principles that will enhance Southeastern’s spiritual formation process.  
Having established a theological foundation of listening as formation, and having 
identified the Rule of St. Benedict as the historical model of formation that could be best 
synthesized with Southeastern’s current model, Joan Chittister’s critique of Benedictine 
spirituality was used as a framework for synthesis. For Chittister, Benedictine spirituality 
is about listening to four realities: the Gospels, the rule, one another, and the world.419  
 The first step of Chittister’s framework explored was the need for a rule itself. 
Southeastern’s lack of a formal process or articulated plan is a significant deficiency that 
Benedict can remedy. Rather than creating another program or event, a rule can be 
                                                 
418 Terrence Kardong and Benedict, Benedict’s Rule: A Translation and Commentary 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1996), 5. 
419 Norvene Vest, Preferring Christ: A Devotional Commentary and Workbook on the Rule of St. 
Benedict (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse Pub., 2004), 15. 
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created to guide students’ spiritual growth. Deriving from the Latin word regula, the 
word ‘rule’ was defined as a simple plan for life that carried the imagery of a guidepost 
or trellis upon which something can grow. A rule provides direction rather than 
restrictions. The benefit of a rule is that it provides a simple means of accessing the 
Gospel on a daily basis. A rule is both a holistic description of a Spirit-empowered life 
and a prescriptive pathway that serves to keep a disciple growing in the right direction. A 
rule of life is exactly what Southeastern needs to create to enhance its process of 
formation.  
The ultimate outcome of this work is to produce a rule of life for Southeastern 
University that articulates a simple plan for how a student can grow spiritually. Barna’s 
research, noted in chapter one, indicated that one sign of a healthy discipleship culture is 
a clear plan for people to follow.420 Although not included in this work, this will be 
accomplished by articulating a rule of life that lays out the theology, process, and 
practices for spiritual growth for Southeastern University students. The remaining 
realities of Chittister’s framework were explored as a voice to listen for, as well as a 
response to, a negative polarity, and illustrated by a type of soil from the Parable of the 
Sower. 
Lectio Divina–the Voice of Christ in Scripture 
 Lectio Divina was examined as a means of listening to the voice of Christ in 
Scripture. Benedict’s rule is permeated with Scripture and calls for hours a day spent 
engaging God’s word. The problematic polarity identified was the informational vs 
                                                 
420 Barna Group. The State of Discipleship, report. Ventura: Barna Group 2015, 12, accessed 
January 5, 2016, https://barna.org/research/leaders-pastors/research-release/new-research-state-of-
descipleship#.VoxwzZMrLdc. 
161 
 
formational approach to Scripture. The problem is defined as a bifurcated approach to 
Scripture as reading for information rather than relationship. The traditional process of 
Lectio Divina, as originally developed by Guigo II in his Ladders of the Monks, 
comprised of lectio (reading), meditatio (meditation) oratio (prayer), and contemplatio 
(contemplation), provides a simple practice intended to aid students in listening to 
Scripture rather than dissecting the text. The polarity is illustrated by the first soil in the 
Markan account of the Parable of the Sower, where the seed falls onto the path and is 
immediately snatched up by the birds. A purely informational approach to Scripture does 
not posture one to be aware of the word that God is speaking, and thus the word is 
snatched away. Working from Simon Chan’s Spiritual Theology, four obstacles to 
spiritual reading were identified.  
The first obstacle that is most highlighted in higher education systems is a 
predisposition to read for “information and skills acquisition” rather than relationship.421 
He states, “To read a book in a way that lets its message sink deeply into the heart is so 
foreign to us that a radical mental reorientation is required.”422 Secondly, he identifies 
“historical pride and modern presuppositions” as obstacles to spiritual reading. This idea 
signifies what Susan Muto calls our “craving for the new for its own sake.”423 Thirdly, he 
indicates that we come with a “scholar’s attitude” seeking to analyze the text rather than 
letting it speak to us. This approach tends to judge the author by what he does not know 
                                                 
421 Simon Chan, Spiritual Theology: A Systematic Study of the Christian Life (Downers Grove, IL: 
IVP, 1998), Kindle, 162. 
422 Ibid.  
423 Susan Annette Muto, A Practical Guide to Spiritual Reading (Denville, NJ: Dimension Books, 
1976), 29. 
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or should have said. This approach treats the author more as a competitor than as a 
teacher.424 The fourth obstacle is reflective of our pragmatic reflex, which insists that all 
reading should be accompanied by immediate satisfaction and/or result. This is the 
Google mindset that expects immediate results for all inquisitions. 
The practice of Lectio Divina will be included into Southeastern’s formation 
process in the following ways. First, it will be included into the structure of Connect 
Groups. Two small group sessions of the 10 per semester, will be dedicated to group 
Lectio where the method will be taught and practiced. This approach will provide a 
process for students to engage Scripture together, promoting a more communal approach 
to spiritual growth. Thirdly, Lectio will be included as an occasional component of 
Southeastern’s reflective chapel services offered each Thursday. 
There are three benefits for adopting Lectio Divina as a part of Southeastern 
University’s formation process. This practice provides students a process for slowing 
down and engaging the text, an experiential method of reading/hearing Scripture that 
moves beyond information gathering, and a communal approach to Scripture. These 
benefits provide a perfect solution for Southeastern’s academic environment, which 
teaches students to study and dissect the text for the sake of gathering information. It is a 
counterbalance to the frenetic pace of our culture and to the individualistic devotional life 
noted in Barna’s research.425 
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Spiritual Direction – The Voice of Wisdom in Community 
Chittister’s framework calls for students to listen to others within the spiritual 
community. In this study, Chittister’s framework was appropriated as a call to listen for 
the voice of wisdom in community. This responds to the second polarity of individualism 
vs communal Faith. This two-fold problem stems from a faulty mindset pervasive among 
Christians in the US and the activist, programmatic approach Southeastern takes towards 
spiritual formation.426 First, students arrive at Southeastern with a belief that, other than a 
once-a-week service, their spirituality is largely “personal.”427 Southeastern University 
students are engaging in chapel services and missions events but are failing to engage in 
discipleship relationships with experienced guides or mentors that will allow them to 
mature beyond these events.  
This polarity is illustrated in the second soil of the Parable of the Sower, where a 
believer receives the word of God but, because of rocky soil, no roots develop and hard 
times and persecution burns the word out. Individualistic spirituality may be aware of 
God speaking, but without community a student will fail to understand what has been 
said—causing the word sown to be burned out by the hard times they will face. The 
solution, as outlined in Chapter five, is to incorporate the Benedictine practice of 
Spiritual Direction into Connect Groups, the current small group program. Building again 
on the call to listen, connect group leaders will be trained in the principles and practices 
of spiritual direction to aid students listening for God at work in their life. Three connect 
                                                 
426 Barna Group, "Self-Described Christians Dominate America but Wrestle with Four Aspects of 
Spiritual Depth," Barna Group, 2011, accessed January 5, 2016, https://www.barna.org/barna-update/faith-
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164 
 
group sessions a semester will be arranged around a 50-minute small group direction 
model. This relational approach teaches discernment, awareness, understanding, and the 
need for obedient response. This is a direct support of the theological foundation and 
definition of biblical listening outlined in chapter two. The call to listen for wisdom in 
community is an appropriate counterbalance to the activist approach to formation and an 
individualistic paradigm to formation. It empowers the student to grow beyond the 
services and programs by learning to be aware, understand, and respond to the activity of 
God in their life. According to Mark 4, this is a process for growing roots, or depth of 
wisdom in Christ, that can withstand the hard trials of life.  
By looking to synthesize the ideas and practices of Spiritual Direction within the 
context of Connect Groups, a practice is provided for Connect Groups leaders who seek 
to come alongside students as loving father/mother, a compassionate shepherd, a trusted 
physician, and an attentive gardener in order to help students identify the activity of 
Christ in their life. Another step beyond the scope of this work that needs to be 
mentioned is that Benedict’s rule will be adapted to train leaders about the character and 
disposition of a spiritual director. Included in that training will be Marjorie Thomas’s 
responsibilities of a spiritual director. And lastly, Alice Fryling’s approach to group 
direction can be adopted to create a consistent process for Connect Groups. 
Everyday Spirituality - Listening for the Needs of Others 
Along with listening to the rule, the gospels, and each other, Benedictine 
spirituality calls for students to listen to the world around them. For Benedict, the call to 
listen is intended to include all of life. This final polarity addresses the secular vs sacred 
divide. This bifurcation fosters a fragmented life failing to recognize God in the ordinary 
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everyday things of life—relegating spirituality to certain activities and locations rather 
than viewing all of life as sacred and spiritual. The result is students are failing to be 
aware of the needs of others because the disciplined life of intention and routine has been 
sacrificed for the pursuit of the spectacular and entertaining.  
The final bad soil of the sower parable illustrates this polarity as the Word of God 
becomes choked out by the cares and desires of the world of the student. Such a student 
may be aware of God speaking, and they may have understood what has been spoken, but 
they have not responded to the Word in obedience, choosing instead to be led by their 
own wants and desires. The Benedictine value of everyday spirituality seeks to teach 
students how to find God in not only in the spectacular but also in the ordinary everyday 
events. When students are taught to listen to the voice of God in the world around them, 
the cares and desires of the world no longer pull them away from God. Instead of hearing 
the siren call of the world, all they hear is the voice of God speaking to them.  
This is precisely what St. Benedict admonishes his disciples to be aware of in his 
rule. Benedict writes, “He will regard all utensils and goods of the monastery as sacred 
vessels of the altar, aware that nothing is to be neglected” (RB 31:10-11). In the midst of 
Benedict’s chapters on ordinary chores (everyday life), he makes the bold inference that 
all of life is sacred. He elevates the common everyday tools, ladle, pot, rake, and shovel 
“to the same holy status as pulpits and baptismal.”428 Benedict held the view that all life 
is sacrament. This Benedictine value will be applied to Southeastern University’s culture 
as a cure for the secular vs sacred polarity. Students will be challenged to look beyond 
                                                 
428 David Robinson, “Ancient Paths: Benedictine Guidance for Christian Spiritual Formation in 
the Local Congregation,” PhD diss., (Fuller Theological Seminary, School of Theology, 2009), 106. 
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the chapel service or worship event to find God at work in the needs of classmates, 
strangers, or friends in the normal events of life.  
Possible Implementation 
The implementation of this work is to incorporate Lectio Divina as a component 
of Connect Groups, an element of Thursday morning chapels, and means of dorm 
devotionals that resident directors and assistants can implement. Second, Spiritual 
Direction will be implemented within the context of Connect Groups three times a 
semester. In addition, Connect Group leaders will be trained to meet with students in 
small groups or one–on-one. The idea of “everyday spirituality” will be implemented 
through the campus audio system playing the sounds of bells tolling for 15-30 seconds 
three times a day (lauds, sext, none) as a means of reminding students, staff, and faculty 
to live each moment of the day fully present to God and others. In conjunction, the 
Department of Spiritual Formation will post on their social media accounts various 
reminders that include, but are not limited to, an excerpt from the day’s Life Journal 
reading, a question prompting reading to respond to someone’s need today, and a current 
missions focus for prayer. The bells toll as a simple reminder of Christ’s presence, as 
social media provides a prompt for listening that focuses on raising awareness, prompting 
reflection or calling for a response to those in need. Lastly, the process of spiritual 
formation for Southeastern will be compiled as a rule of life for students. The rule for 
Southeastern will contain the following: 
1. Stories of Spiritual Growth - An Introduction to Spiritual Formation: This 
section will begin with three to five vignettes that tell the story of students 
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growing in Christ during their time as students and graduates.429 It will paint a 
picture of who Southeastern desires each student to become as a Christ follower, 
describing attitudes, practices, and relationships that lead towards spiritual 
growth. The desired outcome is for students to be inspired to do the same. This 
section will outline the ultimate goal of being mature in Christ. It will provide the 
scriptural descriptions of a mature Christ follower. It also will include basic 
formation practices they can do to participate with the Holy Spirit in their growth.  
2. A Common Language: This section includes a lexicon for Southeastern’s 
spiritual formation process.  
 Spiritual Formation 
 Rule of Life 
 Discernment 
 Lectio Divina 
 Spiritual Direction 
 Everyday Spirituality 
 Connect Groups 
 Mentoring 
 Coaching 
 Opus Dei 
 Divine Hours 
 Spiritual Listening 
                                                 
429 These vignettes will be in video form for students scroll over with an app to play them live.  
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 Pentecostalism 
3. Theology of Spiritual Formation: This section will provide the theological 
foundation for a listening rule. The aim of this section will be to establish the 
concept of listening as a consistent theme in Scripture, a primary teaching of 
Jesus, and a foundational component to discipleship. Establishing the concept of 
an audible God emphasizes the need for an intentional approach to living in an 
awareness of God’s voice. Mark 4, the Parable of the Sower, will be used as the 
foundational passage. 
 Mark 4 - A Call to Listen 
o Seed Along the Path - Awareness 
o Seed in Rocky Soil - Understanding 
o Seed Among Thorns - Response 
o Good Soil - True Listening 
4. Ways to Grow at Southeastern: This section will outline the simple practices 
and processes for growing spiritually. These are the experiences that will serve as 
catalysts to spiritual growth.  
 Chapel Experiences 
 Compassionate Service 
 Observing the Hours - Everyday Spirituality 
 Lectio Divina/Life Journal 
 Connect Groups/Spiritual Direction 
5. Results: This section will outline the distinctive outcomes students should 
exhibit by following the rule.  
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 A personal rule to guide their spiritual growth. 
 A spiritual director/mentor to help them discern the activity of God in their 
life. 
 A practice of listening to God’s Word on a consistent basis.  
 A prompt to approach each day fully aware of Christ at work in those 
around them.  
 A commitment to a local community of faith that worships together 
regularly. 
 A regular habit of compassionate service.  
Final Comments 
 It is clear that the spiritual formation process of Southeastern will be greatly 
enhanced by synthesizing the practices and insights of the Rule of St. Benedict. Building 
upon the empowering worship services and compassionate outreaches that mark the 
current culture of Southeastern, these practices and insights bring a contemplative 
counterbalance to an overtly activist model. By developing a rule of life grounded in 
listening, Southeastern will empower students by providing a clear and simple process for 
growing spiritually that will serve them even after graduation. Incorporating the practice 
of spiritual direction into Connect Groups teaches students how to discern the activity of 
God in their lives. Adopting Lectio Divina, as a means of listening to Scripture, teaches 
students how to listen for the voice of Christ in Scripture that they may recognize His 
voice in all of life. By practicing everyday spirituality through the tolling of bells and 
technology, students are reminded to listen for God at work in the needs of those around 
them. This process of formation will aid students like CJ to develop a devotional life that 
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will help them thrive in ministry life. It will aid students like Chloe to slow down and 
hear God even in the midst of a noisy semester. It will help people like me, an alumni-
turned-administrator to create a culture that will empower students to mature in their faith 
by learning to follow Christ and Benedict in listening with the ear of their heart.    
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APPENDIX  
A. St. Paul’s Model  
Spiritual Direction, while having many different names, has long been an integral 
part of the church. The Apostle Paul uses the father and son image as model for Spiritual 
Direction when he writes, “Even if you had ten thousand guardians in Christ, you do not 
have many fathers, for in Christ Jesus I became your father through the Gospel. Therefore 
I urge you to imitate me.”430 For Paul, it is apparent that Spiritual Direction is not 
pedagogical but is best understood as an expansion of the family relations. Spiritual 
directors are parents guiding their newly born spiritual children rather than teachers 
distilling new concepts to their awaiting pupils. This model of spiritual fathering 
continued to be the dominant mode of Spiritual Direction in the early church—especially 
prevalent in the Pachomian Ascetic communities of the Egyptian where the leader of the 
community was referred to as an abbot—the father of the community.431  
B. Models in the Early Church432  
It was precisely from these communities that Athanasius attempted to recruit his 
church leadership. As highlighted in his letters to Dracontius, an abbot who Athanasius 
was trying to convince to become a bishop, Athanasius respected the ascetic model of 
spiritual fathering/mothering and he believed the monastic life to be best suited to train 
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the future leaders of the church.433 The shift in church leadership from the schools of 
Alexandria to the desert of Egypt blurred the line between doctrine and practice for 
Christianity and refocused Spiritual Direction onto achieving ascetic virtue for all 
Christians whether lay or clergy.434  
While Gregory of Nyssa agreed with Athanasius’ redirection toward an ascetic 
ideal, he was unwilling to completely let go of education as a necessary prerequisite for 
Spiritual Direction. Taking Moses, who had been educated in the court of Pharaoh as his 
foundation, Gregory argued that only the educated were qualified for Spiritual Direction 
for they were the only ones who had mastered the skills of oration and rhetoric necessary 
to ensure that their flock would not stray into false doctrine.435 Gregory avoided the 
monastic image of a spiritual father and advocated instead for a model better suited to the 
educational qualifications he felt were a necessity. Gregory frequently used the model of 
a spiritual physician who had been trained on how to diagnose and treat the false 
doctrines and bad habits that cropped up in their flock when describing the work of 
Spiritual Direction.436  
Gregory however never fully decried asceticism, always maintaining the value of 
monastic virtue for spiritual health. It was Augustine who pushed the strongest against 
asceticism, for he feared that it was too closely related to the Pelagian heresy he had 
vigorously rebutted. For Augustine, spirituality was intrinsically linked with intellectual 
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capacity, and, therefore, Spiritual Direction was an administrative activity aimed at the 
education and intellectual development of those who had been graced by God to be 
mentally gifted.437 In the end, Augustine recommended a return to the pedagogical model 
for Spiritual Direction and a re-establishment of the teacher/pupil relationship. 
Conversely, John Cassian, who became an advocate of returning to the ascetic 
model of Spiritual Direction, outright rejected Augustine’s soteriology. Unlike 
Athanasius, however, Cassian did not settle for merely outlining ascetic virtue, but in his 
Conferences and Institutes he was the first to provide tools and practices for spiritual 
parents to use in their nurturing of their spiritual children.438 St. Benedict used Cassian’s 
insights in his rule, even specifically mentioning Cassian’s works as required reading for 
his monasteries.439 Pope Gregory I then used the life of St. Benedict as the ideal model 
for the spiritual director. His biography highlights that even though the blessed saint 
himself did not have a spiritual director, his spirituality was incomplete until he founded 
his monastery in Monte Cassino where he could care for all of those who had come to 
him. Benedict’s Spiritual Direction model was strictly ascetic, and his life and rule firmly 
established the roles of the spiritual parent/spiritual disciple for all of western 
Christianity. This model was left unchanged and unquestioned for several centuries. 
C. Mystic Traditional Model 
 Within the mystic tradition there is formalization of the practice of Spiritual 
Direction. The mystics, in line with the ascetic tradition, believed a person’s spirituality 
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could be nurtured and developed by other Christians who had gone a little further in their 
journey to follow Jesus.440 For the mystics, Spiritual Direction was rooted in mutual 
affection between two Christians who, in the words of Bernard McGinn, “saw their love 
for each other as grounded in their love for God.”441 The mystics, however, made a 
significant move away from their ascetic tradition in how they viewed Spiritual 
Direction. Rather than viewing the practice as paternalistic, the mystics developed what 
they called a “spiritual friendship” model, and thus created a sense of equality between 
the director and their directees. This model is found most prominently in the writings of 
Aelred of Rievaulx.  
Margaret Guenther calls Aelred of Rievaulx the “unofficial patron saint of 
spiritual directors.”442 He was a Cistercian Monk, the abbot of the monastery at Rievaulx 
where he was praised not only for his oration and charisma, but also for his “fatherly 
love.”443 As a Cistercian, he was deeply committed to upholding the Rule of St. Benedict 
and guiding those within his monastery into a more loving relationship with Christ. Just 
as Guigio II developed a standard for the practice of Lectio Divina, so Aelred developed a 
guide for Spiritual Direction—both would use the Scriptures and the rule as the basis for 
their guides. Aelred’s model is based on the notion that if God is love, then friendship can 
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be a vehicle through which God is experienced.444 Within this model, Spiritual Direction 
can do more than merely instruct on good doctrine and habits for the individual 
achievement of some ascetic ideal; Spiritual Direction can cause both the director and 
directee to experience God equally. 
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